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THE DAGUERREOTYPE. 

This word is properly spelt Daguerréotype, and pronounced as if written 

Dagauirraioteep. The inventor’s name is Daguerre, but the French usage requires an 

accent on the second e, in the formation of the compound term. 

The instrument itself must undoubtedly be regarded as the most important, and 

perhaps the most extraordinary triumph of modern science. We have not now space to 

touch upon the history of the invention, the earliest idea of which is derived from the 

camera obscura, and even the minute details of the process of photogeny (from Greek 

words signifying sun-painting) are too long for our present purpose. We may say in brief, 

however, that a plate of silver upon copper is prepared, presenting a surface for the action 

of the light, of the most delicate texture conceivable. A high polish being given this plate 

by means of steatitic calcareous stone (called Daguerreolite) and containing equal parts of 

steatite and carbonate of lime, the fine surface is then iodized by being placed over a 

vessel containing iodine, until the whole assumes a tint of pale yellow. The plate is then 

deposited in a camera obscura, and the lens of this instrument directed to the object which 

it is required to paint. The action of the light does the rest. The length of time requisite for 

the operation varies according to the hour of the day, and the state of the weather—the 

general period being from ten to thirty minutes—experience alone suggesting the proper 

moment of removal. When taken out, the plate does not at first appear to have received a 

definite impression—some short processes, however, develop it in the most miraculous 

beauty. All language must fall short of conveying any just idea of the truth, and this will 

not appear so wonderful when we reflect that the source of vision itself has been, in this 

instance, the designer. Perhaps, if we imagine the distinctness with which an object is 

reflected in a positively perfect mirror, we come as near the reality as by any other 

means. For, in truth, the Daguerreotyped plate is infinitely (we use the term advisedly) is 

infinitely more accurate in its representation than any painting by human hands. If we 

examine a work of ordinary art, by means of a powerful microscope, all traces of 

resemblance to nature will disappear—but the closest scrutiny of the photogenic drawing 

discloses only a more absolute truth, a more perfect identity of aspect with the thing 

represented. The variations of shade, and the gradations of both linear and aerial 

perspective are those of truth itself in the supremeness of its perfection. 

The results of the invention cannot, even remotely, be seen—but all experience, in 

matters of philosophical discovery, teaches us that, in such discovery, it is the unforeseen 
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upon which we must calculate most largely. It is a theorem almost demonstrated, that the 

consequences of any new scientific invention will, at the present day exceed, by very 

much, the wildest expectations of the most imaginative. Among the obvious advantages 

derivable from the Daguerreotype, we may mention that, by its aid, the height of 

inaccessible elevations may in many cases be immediately ascertained, since it will 

afford an absolute perspective of objects in such situations, and that the drawing of a 

correct lunar chart will be at once accomplished, since the rays of this luminary are found 

to be appreciated by the plate. 

 

 
[End of text.] 
————————————————————————————————————————————— 

EDITOR’S NOTES: 

The authorship of this piece is credited to Edgar Allan Poe who worked in some editorial 

capacity for this weekly publication. 

The incorrect five-syllable pronunciation for the word “daguerreotype” provided in this 

text began a practice that, despite continual correction, continues to this day.  For the 

correct four-syllable pronunciation, see, James H. Martin, The Orthoepist: Containing a 

Selection of All Those Words of the English Language Usually Pronounced Improperly, 

with a Reading Exercise Following Each Letter. . . (New York: A. S. Barnes & Co., 1851): 

33, 37–391; “The Spelling Bee,” Evening Star no. 3932 (Dunedin, New Zealand) (1 

October 1875): np.2 
 

1.  http://www.daguerreotypearchive.org/texts/N8750001_SPELLING-BEE_EVENING-STAR_1875-10-01.pdf 

2.  http://www.daguerreotypearchive.org/texts/B8510001_MARTIN_ORTHOEPIST_1851.pdf 
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THE NECESSARY DISCLAIMERS: 

The document creator has made every effort to insure the accuracy of the transcription. However, the 

information provided in this document is provided without warranty, either express or implied. The 

document creator will not be liable for any damages caused or alleged to be caused directly, 

indirectly, incidentally, or consequentially by the information provided by this text. 

The document creator assumes no responsibility for accuracy of fact; the text is prepared “as 

found.” Factual inaccuracies of the original text are generally not noted by the document creator. If 

this text is used in academic papers, accuracy should be confirmed by consulting original sources. 

The document creator also assumes no responsibility regarding the correctness, suitability, or 

safety of any chemical or photographic processes that may be described by this text. Many of the 

http://www.daguerreotypearchive.org/texts/N8750001_SPELLING-BEE_EVENING-STAR_1875-10-01.pdf
http://www.daguerreotypearchive.org/texts/B8510001_MARTIN_ORTHOEPIST_1851.pdf
http://www.daguerreotypearchive.org/texts/P8400008_POE_ALEX-WEEKLY_1840-01-15.pdf


page 3 of 3 

chemicals used in early photographic processes are extremely toxic and should not be handled 

without a thorough knowledge of safe use. 

The opinions expressed in this text are solely those of the original author and are not necessarily 

those of the Archive editor. Some texts may contain derogatory words. Any such word is certainly one 

that would not be used today. The words remain in the transcription, however, to maintain 

truthfulness to the original text. 
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