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Daguerre’s Medium Holds the Message

N REEXAMINING the 150 years

of its history last year, The Sun

resurrected the photographlc im-
age of its founder, Arunah S. Abell,
and his two business partners, Wil-
liam M. Swain and Azariah H.
Simmons, to fllustrate the story of
the early roots of the institution. Un-
fortunately, a misunderstanding
concerning the image itself, made by
a process that celebrates its own
sesquicentenntal next year, has
been perpetuated.

The Sun's first historical study,

By Ross J. Kelbaugh

published tn 1937, documented the -

oral tradition that the three men
posed before the camera’s eye in
1836 on the day they formally en-
tered into a partnership that found-
ed their first newspaper in Philadel-
phia. This account was repeated in
the new history by Harold Willlams,
a retired editor of the paper. Consid-
ering the history of the medium that
has preserved these shadows, this
just could not have been possible.

The photograph in question is
known as a daguerreotype. Named
after the medium's French inventor,
Louis Daguerre, this was the first
widely practiced photographic pro-
cess in the United States. )

In January 1839, it was an-
nounced before the French Academy
of Sciences that after years of experi-
mentation Daguerre had succeeded
in capturing an image of reality on a
polished silver plate. Baltimore's
American and Commerctal Dally
Advertiser eclipsed The Sun In cov-
erage of this incredible story when
they carrled first local news of the
discovery in March of that year.

After a lifetime pension for Da-
guerre and the family of his partner
was approved by the French govern-
ment, the secrets of the "‘mirror Im-
age” (so called because the reflective
nature of the polished plate resem-
bled a mirror) were revealed that Au-
gust to an anxious world audience.
By late September, the first publicly
cxhibited daguerreolype made In the
United States was reviewed In New
York, ¢hich was followed closely by
successes in Philadelphia, and even

From left, Azarlah H. Simmons, Arunah S. Abell and Willlam M. Swain

Baltimore by the end of October.
However, In spite of these technical
triumphs, a major obstacle existed.
Early on, the most lucrative use
for the daguerreotype was recog-
nized to be portraiture. Many felt
thelr faces worthy of preservation,
but few could afford the talents of a
skilled portrait painter. For a nation
that embraced the Ideals of democ-
racy, the daguerreolype offered the
promise that all could be equal be-
fore the.camera’s lens. However, to
avold a blurry Image, Daguerre's

process required the plate to be ex-
posed in a camera for as long as 10
minutes while the subject remained
motlonless. Buildings and land-
scapes proved to be more coopera-
tive than fidgety humans.

American ingenuity rose to this
challenge, and further refinement of
the process and its equipment sub-
stanually reduced sitting times. The
first daguerrean portrait studio was
opened i) New York in March 1840.
That sunymer, Henry Fitz Jr., a telg-
scope maker who had worked on the

first camera patented in the United
States, opened the first rean
gallery in Baltimore where he offered
to make a daguerreotype in less than
two minutes.

Fitz's entrepreneurial venture
lasted here until the fail of 1842
when he left the city to return to
New York where he resumed his op-
tical business. The Monumental City
probably did not meet his expecta-
tions of financial gain since his prod-
uct cost about 85 — a week's w
for many of the local community.
making business scarce then, and
Fitz's t&guerrcotypes a rarity today.

Eventually, exposure times of a
few seconds and Improvements de-
veloped by other ploneers brought
the daguerreotype within the

 reaches of the masses, and it has

been estimated that by 1850, over
three million “mirror images™ were
being made in America. By then,
Baltimore was home to at least nine
daguerrean galleries as the potential
dreamed of just a short decade be-
fore had been realized.

But when was the daguerreotype
of the somber Mr. Abell and his part-
ners made? Alas, the chronicler of
the news of others evidently left his
blographers no record. This time the
medium is truly the message.

Judging from the characteristics
of the original Image which resides
in the collection of the Maryland His-
torical Society, a time somewhere
within the daguerreotype's “silver
age” of the early 1850s seems more
appropriate. In 1855, Simmons died
in Philadelphia, and the sun soon
began to set on the era of the da-
guerreotype, a victim to a newer
“improved" photographic process.

Perhaps Abell’'s partners had .
traveled one day from Philadelphiay
in 1850 to visit the editor at the sltq
of thelr financtal gamble. Whiig
here, the three gentlemen decided to
walk to a local gallery wearing thels’
beaver hats to “take a likeness” in!
celebration of thelr successful relay
tionship. The miracle of the das
guerreotype preserved for eternity’
the shadows of the men who had
brought to Baltimore "'Light for All.""{

Mr. Kelbaugh, a history teachenr
at Catonsutlle High School, has
written g history of photogiaphy.
tn Maryland, due out next year. |
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