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Daguerreotypes: Capturing American History 

 

 

 At +RXVWRQ�%DSWLVW�8QLYHUVLW\¶V�Museum of Southern History, captured on a thin, silver-

plated sheet of copper is the image of a grandmother and her granddaughter. Taken in 1855, the 

grandmother, Mary Warner Wilson, wears a long-sleeved dress with a scarf tied around her neck 
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was more than just convenience that made daguerreotypes sought after in America. Keyes argues 
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GHWDLOV�VKRZ�³WKH�YHU\�GHOLEHUDWH�QDWXUH�RI�VLWWLQJ�IRU�D�GDJXHUUHRW\SH´�DQG�WKDW�FKRLFHV�ZHUH�

often not made lightly (Cornell and Luxner 103). Even the smallest details might have significant 

meaning in a daguerreotype. 

Eventually, the demise of the daguerreotype arrived. Ambrotypes, a type of photograph 

RQ�JODVV�WKDW�FDQ�EH�YLHZHG�E\�UHIOHFWHG�OLJKW��³GRPLQDWHG�WKH�PDUNHW�GXULQJ�WKH�[Civil :DU¶V] 

ILUVW�\HDU´��&RGGLQJWRQ������'DJXHUUHRW\SHV�IHOO�RXW�RI�IDVKLRQ�DQG�ORVW�WR�QHZHU��FKHDSHU�

methods. Though its popularity waned by the early 1860s, there are several daguerreotypes of 

VROGLHUV�LQ�XQLIRUP�GXULQJ�WKH�&LYLO�:DU��&RGGLQJWRQ�VSHFXODWHV�WKDW�³VRPH�PD\�KDYH�SUHIHUUHG�

the superior qualities of the daguerreotype, despite the higher cost versus thH�QHZ�IRUPDWV´�������

Perhaps daguerreotypes appealed to American patriotism more because the quality mattered for a 

soldier trying to honor their country in an image. They must have seen in daguerreotypes a 

special quality that could not easily be replaced.  

Daguerreotypes serve as an important time capsule of American history. Their influence 

and spread over the course of twenty years proved to be invaluable to what we know now about 

nineteenth-century life. As wars passed, buildings crumbled, and presidents left office, these 

images lived on. Being able to see the face of someone from the 1800s is remarkable. Mrs. 

Wilson and her granddaughter are remembered through their daguerreotype and their familial 

love can still be felt today. Photography has come a long way since, but without Louis 

'DJXHUUH¶V�PDJLFDO�LQYHQWLRQ�WKDW�VWDUWHG�LW�DOO��KLVWRU\�PLJKW�KDYH�EHHQ�YDVWO\�GLIIHUHQW� 
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