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ABSTRACT 

This thesis analyzes the utilitarian and decorative cases that housed early 

photographs, such as the daguerreotype and ambrotype. Photographic cases are 

carefully designed objects: their embossed leather, paper, or thermoplastic exteriors 

were ornamented; their book-like form opened to reveal similarly decorated silk and 

velvet interiors; and the brass mats and preservers surrounding each photograph 

echoed ornate picture frames. These presentational objects preserved early 

photographs from degradation and contextualized a new medium of visual 

representation in popular designs of the middle of the nineteenth century in the United 

States. The chapters that comprise this project follow these objects from their 

manufactory origins to their commercial life in studios and supply houses, and finally 

to their place in the private, domestic sphere. In doing so, this thesis offers a corrective 

to the study of early American photography by looking beyond the representational 

capacity of the medium to understand how photographic cases and their component 

parts shaped a burgeoning photographic industry and audience’s perceptions of a new 

medium of visual representation.



 1 

Chapter 1 

INTRODUCTION 

Shortly after the daguerreotype’s introduction to the United States in 

September 1839, manufactures tapped into existing structures of production to supply 

the materials to experiment with this new medium of visual representation.1 

Domestically produced silver-plated sheets of copper, chemicals, brass mats, silk and 

cotton velvet textiles, and wooden cases wrapped in leather and paper, were just a few 

among the mass of supplies responsible for the process’s swift acculturation. The 

history of cased photography in the United States is in part a story about these 

materials, and how they shaped a culture’s perception about early photographic 

portraiture between the years 1839 and 1864. 

No photograph better represents this perspective than a daguerreotype of an 

unknown photographer or salesman displaying his wares from around 1845 (Figure 

1.1). Seated next to a table, the depicted gentleman displays a gridded showcase of 

 

 
1 For general information about the initial reception of the daguerreotype process in 

the United States, see: Robert Taft, Photography and The American Scene: A Social 

History, 1839-1889 (New York: Dover Publications, 1975), 8–17; for information 

how one United States manufacturer, the Scovill Manufacturing Company of 

Waterbury, Connecticut, responded to the announcement of the daguerreotype process 

by expanding their line of manufactured goods, see Theodore Marburg, “Management 

Problems and Procedures of a Manufacturing Enterprise, 1802-1852; A Case Study of 

the Origin of the Scovill Manufacturing Company” (Ph.D. diss, Clark University, 

1945); Philip W. Bishop, “Scovill and Photography: The Tail That Almost Wagged 

the Dog” (Unpublished Manuscript, n.d.); Jeremy Rowe, “Brass Tacks: The Impact of 

Scovill Brass on Early Photography,” The Daguerreian Annual, 2016. 
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nine unique daguerreotype portraits. Each likeness, captured on the mirror-like surface 

of a silver-plated sheet of copper, required the viewer to carefully maneuver the object 

to fully reveal its subject. Acutely aware of this material specificity, the photographer-

salesman slightly angles the showcase to reveal the sitters fixed on their surfaces, but 

also to highlight the quality of the copper plate. 

The photographer-salesman does not just deal in likenesses. Customers would 

consider their portrait incomplete without its requisite matting and housing that both 

adorned and protected the fragile image-object. Like the brass mat framing the portrait 

of the photographer-salesman, each portrait in the showcase is surrounded by 

rectangular, octagonal, or arched brass mats which are plainly decorated with an 

embossed textured surface. Their textural and shiny surfaces visually equated the 

photographic portraits of everyday men, women, and children with paintings and 

prints displayed in gilt frames. Furthermore, the variety of shapes and openings the 

photographer-salesman is advertising reflects the numerous choices a customer had in 

enhancing their portrait and reveals the diversity of goods that allowed a photographer 

to run a successful and competitive business. 

Once adorned with a brass mat, the customer chooses a case to house their 

unique image. These objects offered choices, too. Placed in front of the showcase and 

oriented towards the viewer, two photographic cases likely made of leather are closed 

and placed on their side. These two carefully positioned cases highlight the centrally 

placed claw clasp that fastens their lids shut, while the two cases held by the 

photographer-salesman feature a more secure, double-claw clasp ensemble. Although 

not readily visible in the daguerreotype, the exteriors of these cases are likely 
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embossed with a floral or ornamental design – a visual component alluded to by the 

printed floral repeat on the studio’s tablecloth. 

As both a portrait and an advertisement, the daguerreotype of the 

photographer-salesman not only displays to a paying customer the type of goods 

available to them, but also conflated middle-class self-fashioning with photographic 

materials. The subject dons a single-breasted vest and jacket with a fashionable broad 

silk necktie. He faces the viewer intensely, and his oiled, combed over hair and 

chinstrap purposefully frame his face like the brass mats that adorn the nine 

daguerreotypes in the showcase to his right. Like the other subjects captured in the 

showcase, the photographer-salesman’s hairstyle and dress reflect popular middle-

class fashions of the late 1840s and early 1850s, clarifying his own social status as a 

gentleman photographer.2 The daguerreotype portrait proposes that having one’s 

photograph taken, framing it within a brass mat, and housing it within a case, is an 

essential ingredient to staking claim to one’s individuality while also participating in a 

wider middle-class culture defined by the embrace of popular designs, styles, and 

material culture. 

The tableau of goods in this image suggests that a daguerreotype portrait is 

more than a representation of what was captured on its surface, but rather an object 

embedded in the material- and tactile-oriented world of the middle of the nineteenth 

century. In this sense, photographic cases, made from the component parts of brass 

mats, sheets of glass, textile padding, and wood wrapped with leather or paper, 

 

 
2 Joan L. Severa, Dressed for the Photographer: Ordinary Americans and Fashion, 

1840-1900 (Kent, OH; London, England: The Kent State University Press, 1995), 

104–6, 136–37. 
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provided a familiar material framework, both literally and symbolically, that forged a 

shared cultural understanding of a new medium of visual representation. Despite this 

perspective, foundational scholars writing on the quick adoption of the daguerreotype 

in the United States primarily focus on the representational capacity of the medium. 

Reese V. Jenkins summarizes this prevailing strain of thought, stating that: “The 

daguerreotype, with its sharply delineated image, was warmly received and quickly 

assimilated as part of American popular culture. In 1839 the United States, a relatively 

new nation still strongly influenced by European art and culture… sought its own 

distinctive national culture by celebrating with romantic reverence for the past and for 

nature, its people, its frontiers, and its wilderness. Hence, the daguerreotype, with its 

highly detailed and sharply focused image, helped express America’s distinctive 

culture.”3 

In this view, the daguerreotype’s popularity in the United States stems from the 

symbolic power of the image – its ability to re-present a view of oneself or the nation. 

Or, as Richard Rudisill describes it, “a new way for people to see themselves.”4 These 

perceptions surrounding the photographic image reveal the way that photography, 

racial identity, class formation, and nation-building are entangled, socially 

constructed, and mutually reinforcing. Indeed, Jasmine Nichole Cobb highlights that 

“Black people appearing in early daguerreotypes used this new media form to picture 

 

 
3 Reese V. Jenkins, Images and Enterprise: Technology and the American 

Photographic Industry, 1839 to 1925 (Baltimore, MD: The Johns Hopkins University 

Press, 1975), 10–11. 

4 Richard Rudisill, Mirror Image: The Influence of the Daguerreotype on American 

Society (Albuquerque, NM: University of New Mexico Press, 1971), 31. 
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freedom, to image and imagine people of African descent as self-possessed and 

divorced from slavery.”5 Contrasting the exaggerated and disparaging representations 

of African Americans circulating in antebellum print culture, photographic technology 

promised a “hopefulness about depiction,” echoed by Black leaders like Frederick 

Douglass.6 Whether employed as a tool for Black activism in antebellum United States 

or as means to reinforce familial, social, and economic identities for a pervasive white 

middle-class audience, early photography’s cultural influence is inextricably tied to its 

representational capacity. 

In recent years, however, scholars interrogated this image-centric narrative to 

explore what other factors contributed to the public’s insatiable demand for 

daguerreotype portraits and its alignment with identity. Marcy J. Dinius in The 

Camera and the Press argued that “writings about daguerreotypy,” which circulated in 

popular press and trade periodicals, “effectively, ‘Americanize’ the imported 

daguerreotype…to advance a national self-image based on principles of progress, 

industry, and democracy.”7 For Dinius, circulated language about the daguerreotype 

actively structured cultural expectations surrounding the photographic image, which in 

the process “makes the two cultures – print and visual – visible as one.”8 Their 

 

 
5 Jasmine Nichole Cobb, Picture Freedom: Remaking Black Visuality in the Early 

Nineteenth Century (New York: New York University Press, 2015), 3. 

6 Cobb, 161. 

7 Marcy J. Dinius, The Camera and the Press: American Visual and Print Culture in 

the Age of the Daguerreotype (Philadelphia, PA: University of Pennsylvania Press, 

2012), 4. 

8 Dinius, 3. 
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arguments draws attention to the signifying power of photography outside its purely 

iconographic content. 

The portrait of the photographer-salesman offers a corrective to an image- or 

language-based narrative by asking the question: How do the materials that visually 

and haptically contextualize the image affect our understanding of cased photographic 

portraiture? To answer this question, this project analyzes the manufacture, 

circulation, and design of photographic cases and their component parts. In my first 

section, “Manufacture,” I delineate the inception and maturation of photographic 

cases, from their early bench-made days to industrial production. Looking closely at 

industrial business practices as well as design and utility patents, this section 

characterizes cases as sites of material and technological innovation that facilitated 

larger changes in craft production in the United States occurring at the middle of the 

nineteenth century. 

As production increased and new styles and materials were offered, supply 

depot owners and studio practitioners faced an incredible variety of options to stock 

their galleries. An effort to taxonomize this diversity of product is the focus of my 

second section, titled “Circulation.” A desire for order in the commercial sphere is 

evident in the letter books compiled by Scovill Manufacturing Company of 

Waterbury, Connecticut, one of the leading importers, manufacturers, and dealers in 

photographic supplies during the nineteenth century. In these letter books, incoming 

correspondence from practitioners reveal the difficulty in ordering photographic cases 

as they underwent constant design and material innovation at the manufactory level. 

While this archive highlights the reality that case manufacturing during the 

1850s primarily took place in the northeastern United States, it also reveals the 
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incredible geographical reach that Scovill and their competitors had. “Circulation,” 

thus highlights the broad networks that Scovill maintained between practitioners in 

large Eastern urban centers and galleries operated in states as far as Missouri. 

As cases made their way to geographically diverse supply depots and 

commercial studios, they transformed from trade supplies to objects of taste. After 

sitting for their portraits, men, women, and children chose the case that would house 

their likeness. Whether this image was for personal use or purchased as a gift, when 

the customer chose between the crimson or dark green velvet padding, the simple 

stippled mat or an elaborate frame with floral motifs, and the papier-mâché case inlaid 

with mother-of-pearl or an embossed leather case, they made informed material 

decisions as a consumer that reflected their social, economic, and cultural identity.  

In the final section, “Design,” and with the goal to explore the matter of taste 

and personality, I examine representative design patterns that shaped photographic 

cases, specifically the designs that emulated papier-mâché gift books and the ones that 

graced the covers of thermoplastic cases by the middle of the 1850s. The latter of the 

two were known as “Union Cases,” and their materially innovative housings featured 

original and borrowed designs from popular prints, paintings, and sculptures. 

Throughout this section, I return to scholarly discussions about how photography 

played an integral role in forging individual and national identity. However, this time, 

it is not just the photographic image that contributes to this narrative, but rather the use 

of popular imagery and materials that framed these unique portraits. 

The inquiry that drives this project builds on a material focused history of 

photography that has matured over the past two decades. Geoffrey Batchen writing on 

the objecthood of photographs, urged scholars to take note of their “volume, opacity, 
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tactility, and physical presence in the world,” not simply as a “two-dimensional 

window onto some outside world.”9 In the same text, Batchen even draws readers’ 

attention away from the represented image all together, focusing on the integral use of 

frames and cases in nineteenth-century photography. While photographic cases remind 

Batchen of photography’s “brute objectness,” he offers little historical insight about 

the businesses that made them, the tradesmen that dealt in them, and the customers 

that purchased them.10 

Answering Batchen’s call-to-arms, Elizabeth Edwards and Janice Hart reflect 

more deeply on the values ascribed to these presentational objects that protect and 

adorn photographs, stating they “reflect specific intent in the use and value of the 

photographs they embed.”11 However, where they argue that photographic cases have 

no meaning without images, I argue that the production and design of these cases 

meaningfully reflect commercial and social practices surrounding photography in the 

middle of the nineteenth century. A similar approach was taken by Elizabeth Siegel, 

who looked at a familiar genre of mass-manufactured presentational objects – the 

photographic album – in her book Galleries of Friendship and Fame: A History of 

Nineteenth Century American Photograph Albums. Like the photographic album, I 

view cases as “a product of industrial capitalism, guided by the commerce of 

 

 
9 Geoffrey Batchen, Each Wild Idea: Writing, Photography, History (Cambridge, MA: 

The MIT Press, 2002), 59–60. 

10 Batchen, 60. 

11 Elizabeth Edwards and Janice Hart, “Introduction: Photographs as Objects,” in 

Photographs Objects Histories: On the Materiality of Images, Material Cultures: 

Interdisciplinary Studies in the Material Construction of Social Worlds, 2010: 1 

(London: Routledge, 2010), 11. 
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photography, which muddied the distinctions between the public, commercial arena 

and the private, domestic one.”12 Under this rubric, the symbolic capacity of the 

photographic image, which foundational scholars saw as integral to a national and 

personal understanding of photography, appears as one part of a larger picture. A 

picture that gives equal weight to impersonal commercial practices, utility and design 

patents, narratives of supply chain, and the materials that make up photographic cases. 

Although the title of this thesis foregrounds the daguerreotype (a reference to 

its unique material matrix), the manufacture and design of photographic cases evolved 

in tandem with different image making processes.  While it is true that the fragile 

matrix of the daguerreotype process forced these objects into airtight cases, their 

impact set the cultural expectation of housing photographic portraits – including ones 

taken with the later developed ambrotype and tintype process. The steadfast use and 

production of cases, despite these changes in technology, only emphasizes their 

cultural importance and generates more questions regarding their relevance to a 

material history of cased photography between the years 1839 and 1864. 

 

 
12 Elizabeth Siegel, Galleries of Friendship and Fame: A History of Nineteenth-

Century American Photograph Albums (New Haven, CT: Yale University Press, 

2010), 9. 
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Chapter 2 

MANUFACTURE 

2.1 A New Art, An Old Case 

News of Jacques-Louis Mandé Daguerre’s image-making process spread 

quickly in both the scientific and popular press after its announcement to the French 

Académie des Sciences in January of 1839. By September, published letters detailing 

the process and first-hand impressions tried to make sense of a new type of object 

seemingly incomprehensible to the American public. One such account, circulated in 

New York City’s Morning Herald, stated: 

 

THE NEW ART. – We saw the other day, in Chilton’s in Broadway, a 

very curious specimen of the new mode, recently invented by Daguerre in 

Paris, of taking on copper the exact resemblances of scenes and living objects, 

through the medium of the sun’s rays reflected in a camera obscura. The scene 

embraces a part of St. Paul’s church, and the surrounding shrubbery and 

houses, with a corner of the Astor House, and for aught we known, Stetson 

looking out a window, telling a joke about Davie Crockett. All this is 

represented on a small piece of copper equal in size to a miniature painting.13 

Transfixed by the startling exactitude of this new process, the author contextualizes 

the “very curious specimen of the new mode” by placing it within a familiar material 

and visual framework. For example, the author repeatedly mentions the 

daguerreotype’s matrix – a copper plate – presciently foreshadowing contemporaneous 

writers’ incessant comparison between the daguerreotype and nineteenth century 

 

 
13 “THE NEW ART,” Morning Herald, September 30, 1839.  
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printing processes that also relied on a copper plate.14 Despite this material similarity, 

the high-fidelity image captured on the daguerreotype’s surface was not the result of a 

printmaker’s careful manipulation of a burin. Instead, its realism derived from the use 

of a camera obscura, a seventeenth century optical technology comprised of a box 

with a small hole on its side. Acting as an aperture, this small hole allowed light into 

the box and projected an inverted, virtual image of the outside world in perspective 

that was then captured on the light-sensitive copper plate. As an old technology, 

frequently used for entertainment or as an artistic tool in the middle of the nineteenth 

century, readers of the Morning Herald would have been familiar with the camera 

obscura. The author’s reference to both the camera obscura and the daguerreotype’s 

matrix without a clarifying statement helped readers conceptualize the visual and 

material characteristics of a new medium through established cultural analogs. 

Defining the “new” through the “old” was a common strategy used by writers 

to define the daguerreotype process. Marcy J. Dinius described this “familiar pattern” 

as “the oscillation between assimilating and differentiating the known and unknown, 

old and new, that introduces readers to this new technology before the images 

themselves can be seen.”15 However, the Morning Herald’s author was not only 

concerned with defining the exacting image captured on the copper surface, but also 

 

 
14 Steffen Siegel, “Uniqueness Multiplied: The Daguerreotype and the Visual 
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15 Dinius, The Camera and the Press: American Visual and Print Culture in the Age 

of the Daguerreotype, 16–17. 
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the physical interaction and material characteristics that the object and its housing 

engendered.  

Emphasizing the diminutive scale of the daguerreotype, the author compares 

its size to that of a miniature painting. Indeed, the connection between “daguerreotype 

miniatures,” as they would later be called, and painted miniatures, went beyond the 

issue of scale. The author concludes their impression by stating “The specimen at 

Chilton’s is a most remarkable gem in its way…It is the first time that the rays of the 

sun were ever caught on this continent and imprisoned, in all their glory and beauty in 

a Morocco case with golden clasps.”16 Like painted miniatures, daguerreotypes were 

housed in and protected by decorative cases that affected how people interacted with 

these small-scale objects  In her discussion of cased miniature portraits in the 

eighteenth century, Marcia Pointon notes that “the portrait-objects are distinguished 

not only by the requirement that they be gazed at but also by the necessity that they be 

held.”17 Miniature cases and photographic cases are integral to this type of looking 

and touching, and the Morning Herald author’s mention of the daguerreotype’s 

housing suggests that contemporary writers and the public did not view the 

daguerreotype as solely a new type of image. Rather, the daguerreotype was best 

understood as a new three-dimensional object, in which the image, its matrix, and 

housing were conceptualized as one.  

Defining daguerreotypes, like painted miniatures, as object-image 

amalgamations corrects the assumption that the representational power of the medium 
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was its sole defining feature. The silver-plated sheet of copper, while responsible for 

embedding the image, also informed how one moved and held the object. These 

material properties coexist with its fragility: the plate is prone to scratching and 

denting; the mercury crystals that hug its surface are sensitive to physical contact; and 

its exposure to air and moisture slowly corrode the copper plate. The preciousness of 

such a delicate object forced them into housings that resembled the bench-made 

rectangular cases made of leather, cushioned with textile padding, and adorned with a 

metal mat initially produced for painted miniatures (Figures 2.1).18 The construction 

and format of cases made for painted miniatures served as the dominant model for 

early photographic cases and transformed the daguerreotype into a culturally legible 

object. 

Overlap in construction, size, and materials tapped into an existing cottage 

industry of craftsmen that made housings for other goods. These casemakers rarely 

signed their work and left little evidence about the inner workings of their business 

and where they sourced designs or materials.19 As a result, telling a complete history 

of cases is quite difficult. Despite the general absence of written information, one such 

early case in the Library Company of Philadelphia’s collection materially reflects the 

localized labor and supply chains that characterized the nascent photographic industry 

(Figures 2.2 and 2.3).  
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The photographic case illustrated here is one of several made by Henry 

Habermehl for the early daguerreotype practitioner Robert Cornelius. Although 

Habermehl primarily constructed housings for surgical instruments, the increased 

demand for daguerreotype portraits in the early 1840s left little time for Cornelius to 

both take likenesses and construct his own cases.20 Located just a few blocks from one 

another, Habermehl crafted simple cases for Cornelius’ sixth-plate daguerreotype 

portraits, all of which were made from balsa wood wrapped in leather and furnished 

with a silk padding and felt pinch pad.21 On this particular case, Habermehl embossed 

the exterior with a short repeat pattern of flowers bounded in a lattice of circles and 

diamonds. Unlatching the centrally placed claw clasp reveals an interior furnished 

with a purple silk pad that once held a decorative motif, and the portrait of Grandma 

Toppan “imprisoned” in a green felt pinch pad, glass, and a thick oval brass mat. 

Along the bottom edge of the mat’s opening is the photographer’s imprint, reading: 

“R. CORNELIUS / PHILADA.” This remarkable case exemplifies the local artisanal 

labor markets where the proximity and knowledge of Cornelius and Habermehl 

generated the creation of regionally inflected objects. 

Rachel K. Wetzel, who attributed this case to Habermehl and cataloged other 

examples of his and Cornelius’ work, noted that while the sizes for each case are 

similar, the leather showed variation in color, so too did the silk padding inside.22 
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While these choices reflect the selection of materials that Habermehl chose to work 

with, Wetzel took note that the shape of the balsa wood “was inconsistent, as flat, 

round, or beveled profiles were noted on the cases.”23 The slight differences visible in 

the profiles of Habermehl’s cases suggest the localized experimentation of casemakers 

as they adapted to a new object that required their handiwork. Cornelius sourcing 

cases from Habermehl in the early years of the 1840s highlight that case 

manufacturing at this time had “virtually no barriers to entry” because “the 

inducements were still small.”24 Indeed, Cornelius’ self-made brass mat framing the 

portrait of Grandma Toppan, demonstrate not only his metallurgical background, but 

also that the existence of a structured photographic supply industry had not yet fully 

developed. Together, the construction and material choices, already well-established 

in the case making trade, created the standard vocabulary which future case 

manufacturing would seek to replicate through mechanized production and a division 

of labor. 

The existence of craftsmen that focused their production on cases for 

daguerreotypes by the early 1840s signaled a shift in demand for the burgeoning 

industry. Because daguerreotypes represented an expansion in a casemaker’s services, 

innovation in design and construction became the standard for competition. One such 

entrepreneur, Matthew Brady, signaled the advent of a new production mode, when he 
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opened a case making shop in New York in 1843, listing himself as a “jewel case 

man” in Doggett’s New York City directory.25  

While Matthew Brady is well-known for his later attempts in the late 1840s 

and 1850s at elevating the occupation of daguerreotypists from mechanical operators 

to artists through celebrity portraiture, his acumen as a case salesman is evident in 

extant letters between himself and leading Boston daguerreotypist Albert Sands 

Southworth.26 Brady wrote, “I have got up a new style case with embossed top and 

extra fine diaframe [sic]. This style case has been admired by all the principal artists in 

this city.”27 The case that Brady references is possibly one of the two designs 

embossed with his signature, depicting a centrally placed lyre or decagon (Figure 2.4). 

One can only speculate why such case designs won the approval of many artists, or if 

this was another example of Brady’s showmanship, but it may have something to do 

with its centrally placed, identifiable iconography. Rather than the all-over pattern 

visible in early cases, like Habermehl’s, the bold imagery allowed shoppers to 

associate the object with familiar designs and patterns found on other materials 

populating domestic spaces. 

In addition to Brady peddling a new design, he writes that his cases also 

feature a new type of construction or “diaframe.” During the 1840s, the construction 
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of photographic cases followed a well-established formula, but often led to warped 

front lids and delicate hinges.28 Case makers often began by assembling a box-like 

frame made of ten pieces of wood (usually of native pine).29 Then, the casemaker 

lathered this structure with glue to adhere a thin piece of sheepskin, paper, or dyed 

Morocco leather, which could be embossed with a design using a die press. To 

complete the lids and join them together, a thicker leather or cloth called the “inside-

outside back,” acted as the case’s hinge. This outer shell was varnished before clasps 

and fasteners were added. After the exterior was complete, the maker moved to the 

interior cover, where a piece of folded cardboard was inserted into the wooden 

framework which was then covered by a piece of colored silk or velvet. The last step 

in this process involved preparing the side where the daguerreotype plate would rest, 

gluing a narrow strip of velvet or felt to outline the interior edge and create a snug fit. 

Scant technical research on the construction of Brady’s cases leads to an 

incomplete picture of how he specifically innovated in assembling these articles. 

However, his letter reveals that daguerreotypists sought out structurally sound cases to 

attract new and repeat customers. As little more than a shallow wooden box, these 

simple photographic cases economically and materially reflected the nascent 
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photographic industry in the first half of the 1840s. Like Brady, small-scale case 

manufacturers in New York, New Jersey, Philadelphia, and Connecticut sought to 

distinguish their handiwork with new designs and methods of construction.30 

When Daguerre’s process traveled across the Atlantic to the United States, 

American citizens found themselves in an economic depression that started in 1837 

and would slowly start to lift by 1843.31 The daguerreotype thus found its footing in 

an economic period of regrowth, coinciding with radical changes in communication 

and transportation. As economic hardship lessened and demand for daguerreotype 

portraits increased, it was not long before larger manufacturers capitalized on the 

nation’s interest, eclipsing small-scale casemakers with their mechanized production 

methods and wider geographical reach.  

2.2 Towards a Mass-Manufactured Case 

A more structured photographic industry came into focus between the years 

1845 and 1854. Reese V. Jenkin’s landmark study on the evolution of the 

photographic industry notes three developmental players: “daguerreotype producers, 

supply houses, and supply producers.”32 While Reese draws distinctions between 

these three, their roles often overlapped due to their unified reliance on mass-produced 

plates, mats, cases, and chemicals. Industrial methods of manufacturing, circulation, 
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and distribution not only affected the way manufacturers produced supplies, but also 

dictated the types of goods available to supply houses, and informed how practitioners 

ran their studios. The practices of these three, overlapping players, underpin the 

paradox of the photographic portrait in these years. While the daguerreotype offered 

individuals a unique impression of their likeness, their housing reflected a reliance on 

the industrial production of mass-manufactured commodities.  

The first group, daguerreotype practitioners, reacted to the increased demand 

for daguerreotype portraits by establishing galleries and studios across the nation. A 

high volume of these commercial spaces were found in metropolitan centers like New 

York City. Matthew Brady, the above mentioned “jewel case man,” outfitted his own 

studio at 207 Broadway in 1844, just a year after he listed himself as a case 

manufacturer. He set himself apart from other studios by facilitating a luxury 

photographic experience that demanded a high price for one’s cased photographic 

portrait. Brady furnished his space with tasteful furniture, carpeting, and lined the 

walls with the likenesses of “America’s most noted citizens, including politicians, 

artists, [and] writers.”33 The described “marketing strategy” attracted a general 

populace who “gazed upon the visages of great men, and emulated their demeanor as 

they themselves sat before the camera.”34 In 1853, Brady priced portraits at $2.00, 

attracting an elite clientele while also bolstering his own claim as a daguerrean artist, 

rather than simply an operator.  
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Other studios deviated from Brady’s conception of an elite commercial 

establishment. One such studio, Rees & Company at 289 Broadway, introduced a 

method of portrait-making that mirrored the division of labor instituted in 

manufactories. Internalizing the industrial conditions that facilitated the 

daguerreotype’s success, their operations consisted of different departments for 

“polishing, exposing, mercurializing, gilding, and coloring,” where “plates and 

customers moved from department to department.”35 In Beaumont Newhall’s 

discussion on the inner workings of these so-called “picture factories,” he offers a 

lengthy quote from British photographer John Werge who visited one. The quote is 

well-worth repeating here: 

 

I had a dollar’s worth of these “factory” portraits. At the desk I paid my 

money, and received four tickets, which entitled me to as many sittings when 

my turn came. I was shown into a waiting room crowded with people. The 

customers were seated on forms placed around the room, sliding their way to 

the entrance of the operating room, and answering the cry of “The next” … I 

being “the next,” at last went into the operating room, where I found the 

operator stationed at the camera, which he never left all day long, except 

occasionally to adjust a stupid sitter. He told the next to “sit down” and “look 

thar,” focused [sic], and putting his hand into a hole in the wall which 

communicated with the “coating room,” he found a dark slide ready filled with 

a sensitized plate, and putting it into the camera…Having had a number of my 

“sittings,” I was requested to leave the operating room by another door which 

opened into a passage that led me to the “delivery desk,” where in a few 

minutes, I got all four portraits fitted up in “matt, glass, and preserver,” – the 

pictures having been passed from developing room to the “gilding” room, 

thence to the “fitting room” and the “delivery desk,” where I received them. 

Thus they were finished and carried away without the camera operator ever 

having seen them.36  
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Werge’s streamlined experience, where customers and supplies follow the flow 

of production, allowed establishments like Rees & Company to produce a remarkable 

one hundred and fifty to three hundred portraits per day at 25 cents a sitting.37 These 

factory-like photographic studios reveal that the daguerreotype portrait cannot be 

divorced from the influence of industrial capitalism. Even in elite establishments, such 

as Brady’s, where the craft and individuality of photography is practiced by “artists” 

and contextualized in carefully designed interiors, the photographic portrait remains 

bound to industrial manufacturing that supplied the steady distribution and production 

of cases, plates, and chemicals. 

Supply houses served as the intermediary between practitioners and supply 

producers, and in some instances, galleries themselves acted as one-stop shops, 

stocking essential materials for smaller operators. Benjamin French operated one of 

the largest supply depots in Boston, Massachusetts, located at 109 Washington Street. 

Illustrated Waverly Magazine and Literary Repository published a sketch of French’s 

establishment, describing the excess of goods he sold. A list of photographic cases 

highlights how quickly manufacturers diversified their offerings by the early 1850s: 

 

In cases, on counters, and on shelves, is a large stock of goods embracing 

every kind of material and every sort of instrument used in this art of arts. In 

crystal cases may be seen…French cases, and papier machie [sic] cases, jewel 

cases, and Jenny Lind Cases, and velvet cases, and cases elaborately carved, 

and cases inlaid with silver and pearl, and composition cases, and common 

cases of every size and shape – round, oval, square, octagon, plain-figured, 

single and double.38 
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The selection of apparatuses, chemicals, and mats offered by French are too long to 

enumerate here, but this dizzying array of cases reveals that an industry of case 

manufacturing eclipsed the bench-made operations described in the previous section. 

New materials, new shapes, and new exterior designs point to new methods of 

manufacturing, technology, and patents, all of which led to the mass manufactured 

photographic case. 

The quality of materials sold by suppliers, like French, and used by 

practitioners, such as Rees & Company and Brady, were of the utmost importance. 

Daguerreotypist John H. Fitzgibbon of St. Louis, Missouri offered advice to newly 

minted practitioners eager to make profit over art: “the best materials should at all 

times be made use of…Operators, generally, do not put their work in cases as good as 

they should be, nor can the manufacturers make them as cheap as they wish them,” 

and yet, “If the community would make up their minds to refuse pictures as are put up 

in common paper cases with thin, bad glass, there would be fewer daguerreotypes 

destroyed of persons whom their friends respect.”39 Evidenced by Fitzgibbon’s 

remarks, the rush to quickly produce photographic cases resulted in a compromise by 

case manufacturers, favoring diversity of product over quality of materials and 

construction.  
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Fitzgibbon’s careful attention to case materials is echoed in several letters sent 

to Scovill Manufacturing Company’s New York supply house, in which customers 

voiced their displeasure with the paper cases they received. An operator located near 

Fitzgibbon in St. Louis, Missouri, wrote to Scovill on November 22, 1855, stating that 

“the goods have all arrived and give satisfaction with the exception of the paper which 

I am sorry to say is the poorest I ever had.”40 While this operator does not describe 

what is particularly wrong with the paper cases, this same batch of faulty goods found 

their way across the Atlantic. Writing just thirteen days prior to the abovementioned 

letter, Alexis Gaudin, who operated depots in London and Paris, offered more 

specificity with what was wrong with these paper cases. He states that the varnish on 

the paper cases were “still fresh” causing the “two opposite edges having stuck 

together [to] break when you open them.”41 With the paper covering torn, Gaudin 

concludes, that these “cases in paper are quite unsaleable.” With these quality control 

issues occurring at the manufactory level, Fitzgibbon concluded his article by 

recommending that practitioners should source cases from Edward Anthony in New 

York. 

Already well-known as a daguerreotypist and supply producer, Edward 

Anthony consolidated his two manufactories and moved to a building known as the 
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Railroad Depot in New York in 1852 to maintain tight control over operations.42 A 

published catalog, titled A Comprehensive and Systematic Catalogue of Photographic 

Apparatus and Material Manufactured, Imported and Sold by E. Anthony, offers a 

view into the steam-driven production, division of labor, and various departments 

comprising his extensive factory. Advertised to “the old photographer” and “the young 

beginner,” the catalog simultaneously demystified the production of photographic 

supplies and boasted the quality of his factory’s apparatuses, mats, and cases. 

The published catalog is unique, in that it is one of, if not, the only published 

documents that offers illustrations and accounts of photographic case manufacturing. 

Split into two sections, “Part I” of the catalog introduces the reader to the various 

manufacturing wings at Anthony’s facilities: “The Apparatus Manufactory,” “Case 

Factory,” “The Case-Wood Factory,” “The Covering Shops,” and lastly, “Brass 

Works” (Figure 2.5). The case factory consisted of four departments one for making 

shallow wooden boxes, one which covered these boxes with leather and paper, and 

one where die-presses were used to emboss and stamp the textile cushions and 

coverings, and one where the cases were given interior and exterior gilding. As 

Anthony points out, while the daguerreotype case was “so simple looking an article,” 

their quality and low prices depended on the division of skilled labor and mechanized 

production. 

“Part II” of Anthony’s catalog consists of a forty-six-page list identifying the 

supplies available for purchase. The first few pages contain options for studio 
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backdrops, including plain, woolen, painted with a landscape, or moleskin, a selection 

of apparatuses and their stands, and a slew of chemicals. The rest of the section lists 

almost one thousand options for cases, when one accounts for the variations of mats, 

textile padding, and sizes offered. Anthony’s diverse range of photographic cases 

reveals not only the overwhelming options a practitioner or supply depot faced when 

ordering goods, but also why this project has not yet illustrated a single “mass 

manufactured case.” In the light of variety, volume, and lack of identifiable marks, it 

is nearly impossible to confidently source a single case back to Anthony’s 

manufactory or their competitors. 

Despite product variety and the obfuscation of maker’s identities through 

company names and a division of labor, illustrating a “mass-manufactured” case 

reveals how industrial production relied on the supply chains from different industries 

as they all converged on this new-fangled thing called photography. A photographic 

case in the Warren Fox Kaynor Collection at the National Museum of American 

History showcases a steam-powered, die pressed design on its cover (Figure 2.6). It is 

a busy, all-over geometric composition that features quatrefoils, octofoils, circles, and 

ellipses that are raised off the surface and sharply delineated. The design’s clear, 

mechanical impression is in direct contrast to the hand-applied gilt trim decorating the 

edges. Here, swags of gilt imperfectly echo the curvaceous composition on the cover, 

and near the hinge, the decoration muddies together into a mere line.  

This gilt trim continues to the interior, where it extends the shiny surfaces of 

the brass mat and preserver (Figure 2.7). During the 1850s, the former became 

slimmer and highly decorative, featuring patriotic, classical, and floral motifs. And the 

latter was a relatively new addition to the component parts of photographic cases. 



 26 

Preservers were thin frame of brass added above the glass, mat, and daguerreotype 

plate to create a more secure fit inside the case. These parts were also decorative, 

sometimes overlapping and clashing with the mat design. On the opposite interior side 

of the case is a purple cotton or silk velvet pad – a material that completely replaced 

the use of silk padding following the development of factory-woven textiles in the first 

half of the nineteenth century.43 The pad’s surface is embossed with a scroll of leaves 

and flowers that frame negative space at the center of its composition. A studio could 

file a special order with the manufacturer to have their name and address embossed 

into this blank space, a possible customization that affected the design of standardized 

materials like velvet padding. All of these component parts enshrined the industrial 

daguerreotype image into a mass manufactured design language. 

The difficulty in definitively attributing this “mass-manufactured” case to 

Anthony reveals the consolidation that occurred in the case-making trade by the 

middle of the 1850s. If the early years of case making were characterized by diverse, 

small-scale operations, the latter years were defined by the dominance of a few large 

manufactories.44 Indeed, Anthony’s biggest competitor, Scovill Manufacturing 

Company of Waterbury, Connecticut, already cornered the market as the leading 

domestic producer of daguerreotype plates, mats, and preservers, and by the beginning 

of the 1850s, began manufacturing a wide variety of cases for their customers. Despite 

their rivalry status, letters between Edward Anthony and Scovill’s satellite store in 
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New York highlight the cross-pollination between these two giants of photographic 

supplies.  

A letter dated June 1, 1855, highlights negotiations between Anthony and 

Scovill, where the latter requested the former to produce ten gross “medium paper 

cases” at a reduced price.45 While Anthony “would rather not make them” at the price 

Scovill wants, he will do so “as a matter of neighborly feeling.” Still, with a little 

resistance, Anthony makes clear that “we have only a limited number of hands 

employed,” and doing this work will “take them off of better work.” This is not an 

isolated example, Anthony himself requested Scovill to return the favor multiple 

times, asking the Connecticut-based producer to supply them with “matting metal,”46 

“jewel cases,”47 and union cases without cushions.48 These exchanges between the 

two largest manufacturers of photographic cases and their component parts illuminate 

the homogenization of the design, construction, and distribution of these articles.  

These business practices are in direct contrast with dominant narratives 

regarding the professionalization occurring at the practitioner level. Near the end of 
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the 1840s and throughout the 1850s, a concerted effort between photographic journals 

and highly regarded daguerreotypists sought to “restrict entry into the practice of 

portraiture by proclaiming daguerreotypy as an artistic profession, not a mechanical 

trade.”49 Efforts to elevate daguerreotypy to art, manifested in contrasting operations 

as evidenced by the genteel parlor of Matthew Brady and Rees & Company’s picture 

factory. Despite the former’s attempts to distinguish their elevated product from the 

latter, they too were bound to the mass-manufactured cases that undercut the artistry 

and individuality that the photographic portrait promised to its customers. To 

overcome the dissonance between the photographic portrait’s claim to middle class 

bourgeois identity and industrial capitalism’s cultivation of a standardized portrait-

object, manufacturers applied for patents to elevate the status and appeal of 

photographic portraiture with new materials, technology, and designs. 

2.3 Proprietary Innovations: Patents and the Photographic Case 

Between the years 1840 and 1858, one hundred and four patents related to the 

technology and design of photography were issued to entrepreneurs in the United 

States. Their time-restricted claims offered broad advancements and improvements to 

the practice of photography, from methods of picture taking to the manufacture of 

photographic cases. Despite criticism that patents disrupted the free exchange of ideas, 

individuals sought legal protective rights to secure ownership over their intellectual 

property and turn a profit in the name of technological or artistic progress.50 While 
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these codified claims do not fully represent the breadth of experimentation that 

occurred in the early history of photography, their (sometimes arguable) 

improvements reveal the medium’s seamless integration into the capitalist and 

industrial structures that legitimized the business of photography.51 

Eighteen of these patents are related to the manufacture and design of cases 

and their component parts. These patents ranged from machinery for constructing 

velvet padding in photographic cases52 to new types of fastening hinges.53 On January 

1, 1854, the United States Patent Office granted Henry T. Anthony patent number 

10,465 for a “Press For Making Miniature Cases” (Figure 2.8). In this patent, 

Anthony’s apparatus seeks to improve the standard method of affixing an embossed 

leather top onto a wooden case with a blunt rubber stick which “results in considerably 

injuring the appearance of the embossed figures, as they lose their sharpness and high 
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relief.”54 Replacing this method with a machine which simultaneously embosses the 

design on the leather and secures it on top of the wooden shell not only keeps the high-

relief designs, but also “greatly increase[s] the quantity of work which can be done as 

well as produce a much better and more desirable article.”55 

The Warren Fox Kaynor Collection at the National Museum of American 

History holds the exact case design illustrated in Anthony’s patent drawing and 

reveals the incredible modeling offered by this mechanical press (Figure 2.9). A 

central design, placed in an undulating frame depicts a fluted vase holding a bounty of 

flowers spilling over its sides. Outside of this frame, sharply impressed floriated and 

graceful scroll work weave in and out of stippled and diamond patterns. Each curve 

and each patterned surface slightly raise above the leather matrix creating an 

abundance of textures in relief. The mechanical press offered a marked difference in 

the optical and tactile quality of photographic cases, granting greater depth and 

dimensionality that heightened the haptic qualities of their surfaces. Aiming to 

increase the speed of production and quality of the case’s design, Anthony’s patented 

press reveals not only the desire for innovation in the case making sector generally, 

but also that the design on the case’s lid was an important factor to the article’s 

success. In many ways, Anthony’s press attempted to overcome the material 

limitations of both paper and leather cases, which never quite allowed depth, detail, 

and dimensionality. The desire for these material characteristics fueled other 

entrepreneurs to patent novel techniques and materials. 
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Samuel Peck of New Haven, Connecticut was one such entrepreneur, 

daguerrean, and case maker that received multiple protective rights from the United 

States Patent Office. First entering the business of daguerreotyping in 1844 with 

Phineas Pardee Jr., Peck intimately understood the difficulties and intricacies of 

capturing and housing an image without quality materials and supplies.56 On April 30, 

1850, Peck was issued patent number 7,326 for an “Improvement in holding 

daguerreotype-plates.” The vice-like device securely held daguerreotype plates while 

they were being “polished, burnished, or buffed” before its placement in a camera to 

catch a view or sitter’s likeness.57 Up until this point, three other patents were issued 

to individuals for similar apparatuses to assist in such preparatory work, however, it 

was Peck’s invention (possibly due to his proximity) that caught the attention of 

Scovill Manufacturing Company based in Waterbury, Connecticut. Scovill, primarily 

known as a manufacturer of brass goods, was also one of the leading manufacturers, 

importers, and dealers in photographic supplies. Their interest in Peck’s patented 

invention dovetailed with the company’s existing production of daguerreotype plates.  

Peck entered a partnership with Scovill in November 1850, not only for the 

rights to sell his vice-like device, but also for his technical skills in case 

manufacturing. Up until this point, Scovill purchased photographic cases from New 

Haven casemaker Ogden Hall, but a series of difficulties with over-production and the 

mismanagement of money, led the company to strike up new manufacturing 
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arrangements with Peck.58 This arrangement mirrored typical business practices in the 

industry, where supply houses, like Scovill “pursued a strategy of externalizing the 

risk of innovation…pursu[ing] a policy of allowing ideas or solutions to be generated 

outside the firm, keeping alert to the ideas of genius wherever they occurred, and 

seeking to gain control of new ideas as they appeared.”59 Under this new partnership, 

Peck dissolved his daguerrean studio and incorporated Samuel Peck and Company in 

March 1851, moving into a factory on Day Street in New Haven to manufacture 

leather and paper photographic cases. To expand the variety of photographic cases that 

Scovill offered through their supply house in New York, considerable infrastructure 

was erected to enter the “fine case trade…commencing in a small way” that led to the 

installation of a plant to make papier-mâché cases.60 

Under Peck’s management, Samuel Peck and Company produced typical 

leather, paper, and papier-mâché cases, but quickly began experimenting with new 

materials. In May of 1852, Peck’s company started trial runs for cases made from a 

novel thermoplastic material made from Shellac and wood fiber (sawdust). After a few 

technological hiccups, patent number 11,758 was issued on October 3, 1854, for the 

“Manufacture of daguerreotype-cases.” Laid out in the patent, the process and material 

are described as such: 
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The composition of which the main body of the case is made, and to which my 

invention is applicable, is composed of gum shellac and woody fibers or other 

suitable fibrous material dyes to the color that they be required ground with 

shellac and between hot rollers so as to be converted into a mass which when 

heated become plastic so that it can be pressed into a mold or between dies and 

made to take the form that may be imparted to it by such dies.61 

 

Peck’s patent, however, was not for the sole proprietary rights to manufacturing goods 

with this new material. Instead, it was an improvement on a similar thermoplastic 

compound that had entered the public domain prior to 1854.62 Peck’s improvement 

involved using gilded paper between the die and the thermoplastic compound to 

strengthen and prevent cracking in the molded material. 

While Peck never claimed to invent the compound, the Florence, 

Massachusetts horn button manufacturer Alfred P. Critchlow did. Critchlow dubbed 

the material “Florence Compound” and began producing daguerreotype cases with the 

material as early as 1852, around the same time that Peck began experimenting with 

the material for a similar purpose. Under the company A.P. Critchlow and Company 

(1853-1857), later Littlefield, Parsons, and Company (1857-1866), they rivaled Scovill 

and Peck’s production of thermoplastic photographic cases, contemporaneously 

known as “Union Cases.”63 In order to overcome the material limitations of paper and 
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leather, the union cases manufactured by Samuel Peck and Company, Littlefield, 

Parsons, and Company, and another large manufacturer, Holmes, Booth, and Haydens, 

utilized the plasticity of the thermoplastic compound to adopt widely circulated 

imagery, popular paintings, and sculptures, supplanting them on a raised, bas-relief-

like surface (Figure 2.10). While the new thermoplastic compound allowed the 

appropriation of well-known paintings, sculptures, and monuments, it did not 

necessarily facilitate a new taste. Instead, case manufacturers primarily used the 

thermoplastic material to realize already established visual motifs and ideas occurring 

in both photographic cases and other decorative arts. As Michael Ettema has shown in 

the furniture manufacturing industry, technological advancements were not the sole 

reason for changes in design, but rather popular design language itself created a need 

for new technology.64 In this sense, union cases brought photographic case design to 

its logical aesthetic conclusion, using a new material and new technologies to 

overcome the material limitations of paper and leather to keep their products 

“modern” to a taste-conscious public.  

Furthermore, the novel material’s ability to adapt popular imagery through 

mechanized production reveals the ongoing industrialization of craft and artistic 

production even in a seemingly inartistic sector such as case manufacturing. Glenn 

Adamson outlines this particular “Victorian impulse” whereby moldable materials, 

like papier-mâché, gutta percha, and even this thermoplastic compound, fostered both 

an anxiety over the dissolution of craftsmanship and industrial optimism about these 
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“animate” materials becoming “agents in the creative process.”65As Adamson argues, 

the “plasticity [of these materials] seemed to short circuit traditional understandings of 

making. For the first time, ‘technique’ was formulated as something that could operate 

on its own, independently from the work of human hands.”66 Although the forms 

impressed on the surfaces of union cases relied on skilled die engravers, the material’s 

plasticity became a metaphor for how photographic cases molded their sitters into a 

constructed ideal of middle-class culture. A culture defined through the reconciliation 

of industrial capitalism and individuality. 
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Chapter 3 

CIRCULATION 

3.1 Cases in the Commercial Sphere 

In December of 1854, after purchasing a Daguerreian room in Elmira, New 

York, William J. Moulton wrote to Scovill Manufacturing Company’s New York store 

in need of photographic supplies. The order was small, but this would be his first time 

buying from Scovill and trusting a new supplier with a large request was too big of a 

financial risk. Moulton’s order comprised of twenty plates, “best kind,” a single silk 

velvet case with gilding and oval engraved mats, one dozen shell cases with oval gold 

chased mats, one dozen double union cases with oval gold chased mats, and quarter 

pound of “the best” jeweler’s rouge to polish the plates.67 The resulting order reflects 

not only an intimate knowledge of the materials needed to produce cased photographic 

portraits, but also the diversity of choices Moulton faced for stocking his new gallery. 

As a business record, Moulton’s order is nothing special. It is one out of 

thousands filed away in the monthly letter books compiled by Scovill Manufacturing 

Company’s New York Store – the company’s main organ for photographic supply 

distribution. Like Moulton’s letter, most of the incoming correspondence reveals the 

material choices evident in mass manufactured photographic cases. Supply depot 
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owners and practitioners thus specify the type and color of velvet padding they 

wanted, whether they preferred cases with interior or exterior gilding (maybe both!), 

the type of glass, the style of brass mat, as well as the size, shape, and material of the 

case’s shell. Because of the incredible variety of choices offered by Scovill, the 

manufacturer developed a shared vocabulary to facilitate business transactions 

between their catalog of goods and geographically disperse tradesmen. The language 

took the form of acronyms, abbreviated phrases, and when this business shorthand 

failed, personal drawings communicated the specific mats or cases customers inquired 

about.  

These letters disclose not only how photographers and supply depot owners 

understood the materials they were buying and dealing in, but also the contours of the 

industry writ large.68 As textured accounts of the material and human movement that 

fueled a burgeoning industry, the letters grant insight into how the language and 

circulation of photographic cases shaped perceptions about these products in the 

commercial sphere of the photographic industry. Because photographic cases were 

trades supplies for tradesmen, first and foremost, how these commercial entities wrote 

about and ordered these goods provide insight about the difficulties manufacturing 

cases in a quickly evolving industry and the role that design played. In this 
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correspondence, materially complex and highly decorative photographic cases are 

reduced to acronyms, void of artistic status, and lack symbolic potential. As we follow 

photographic cases into the commercial sphere, they become immaterial – their tactile, 

optical, and material qualities are translated through ink on a page. 

This chapter analyzes a selection of letters and orders sent to Scovill’s New 

York depot between the years 1852-1856 when they were one of the largest 

manufacturers, importers, and dealers in photographic supplies. Between these years, 

the daguerreotype reached the height of its popularity and the introduction of the 

ambrotype process, which similarly required housing, led to a proliferation of new 

styles, designs, and materials for photographic cases and their component parts.  

During these years, Scovill had firmly established itself as one of the largest 

manufacturers, importers, and dealers in photographic supplies. Bearing witness to 

both the macro and micro changes occurring in the industry, incoming correspondence 

illuminates how these changes affected the trade of photographic supplies in the 

middle of the nineteenth century. 

3.2 Futile Devices: Scovill Letter Books Writ Small 

In accounting for the variety of glass, the style and shape of brass mats, the 

possible colors of padding, and the exterior designs and materials of cases, 

manufacturers developed a practical “language” to streamline the process of ordering 

and manufacturing. Efforts by manufacturers to taxonomize their goods appear in the 

extant wholesale catalogs for photographic supplies. Returning to Edward Anthony’s 

catalog, A Comprehensive and Systematic Catalog, published the same year as 

Moulton’s order, reveals how Anthony’s factory sought to exploit the diversity of 

choice with a “systematic” language. As previously mentioned, “Part II” of the catalog 
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lists their offerings of common and fancy cases, glass, and brass mats, uses roman 

numerals, abbreviations, and acronyms to denote differences in style and material. 

These shortcuts attempted not only to assist the customer, but also the process of 

production: 

 

As it will be readily understood from this catalogue, by the purchaser, precisely 

what kind of case he will receive, it is hoped and believed that the causes for 

complain, which have heretofore existed will be entirely removed…I feel 

convinced that some mistakes have occasionally occurred without this system to 

guide those who are charged with the important duty of fitting up cases.69 

 

This quote suggests that the catalog was not simply a list of available goods for their 

customers, but also a tool for efficient and error-free industrial production. The need 

for this type of systematic language was a symptom of capitalism’s desire to create 

novelty, rapidly, and making it a central drive to consumerism.70 This preoccupation 

with the “latest style” permeated the industry, becoming an advertising claim not only 

for the type of cases one carried, but also the type of apparatuses one used, as well as 

the architectural and interior arrangement of one’s studio.71 Business shorthand 

aspired to stabilize the inherent slipperiness of constant novelty. And, in doing so, 

created an imagined commercial community, where producers, craftsmen, and 
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tradesmen could acquire the latest and most sought-after styles at a good price through 

a shared language. 

Despite the landmark effort by Anthony to produce a catalog that outlined 

manufacturing techniques and available goods, its useability for tradesmen was short 

lived due to constant innovation. Indeed, an extant price list of cases, mattings, and 

preservers manufactured by Scovill Manufacturing Company showcases the quick 

turnover rate for styles of photographic cases and their component parts (Figures 3.1 

and 3.2). The price list is a cheaply produced document, consisting of two leaves of 

folded paper bound together with a paper and glue binding. There are no illustrations 

to specify the types of cases, mattings, or preservers, and the only form of decoration 

is the elaborate and differentiating fonts.  

On the cover page, one notices that this price list corresponds to a specific day, 

April 21, 1864. Towards the bottom of the cover page, the temporal specificity of this 

document is further emphasized with a notice: “N.B. – New styles and patterns, both 

of Mattings and Preservers, constantly added.” The date and notice not only point 

towards the flux of pricing for these materials, but also the churn of designs and 

manufacturing techniques. These price lists played a central part in attempting to 

create a community of photographers and depots that spoke the same language. In one 

instance, we see that these price lists circulated in much the same way photographic 

case samples did. In one instance, daguerrean stock dealer James Cremer wrote to 

Scovill in April of 1855 ordering three hundred retail price lists and twenty-five 

wholesale lists, presumably to give to local practitioners and other supply depots.72 
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Like Anthony, Scovill needed to translate these materially diverse and highly 

decorative articles into language to facilitate their circulation. The most common 

acronyms and abbreviations used by Scovill’s customers are outlined in this price list 

and exemplified in a large order submitted by Myron Shew, a former casemaker 

turned dealer in daguerreotype materials (Figure 3.3). Just one year before James 

Ambrose Cutting’s patent on the ambrotype process, Shew’s order from October 28, 

1853 is a large and confident order at the height of the daguerreotype’s popularity in 

the United States.73 Shew explains that this is a recurring order that should be sent 

monthly, and it lists seventy-seven gross photographic cases in a variety of styles and 

sizes. Shew organizes his order into columns, the first which specifies quantity in 

“gross,” the second which denotes the size of the case, and the last contains acronyms, 

such as “SVgg” or “CVg” that correspond to specific material properties of cases.  

For example, “SV” and “CV” distinguished between a common case (usually 

leather or paper) with silk or cotton velvet padding. The “gg” or “g” refers to both 

gilding and its desired location on the case – i.e., “gg” means gilt decoration on both 

the interior and exterior of the case. From this order, one gathers that 1/6 “CVX” cases 

were popular, as Shew ordered twenty gross of them, however the photographic case 

historian is left little insight about what decoration graced their covers, padding, and 

mattings. Despite Scovill’s reiteration of “the latest styles,” their impulse to 

taxonomize their product falls short, revealing that style and design are a result of a 

top-down approach that tradesmen had little power in shaping. 
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While large-scale dealers like Shew embraced novelty, happy to simply receive 

an assortment of designs and styles, others approached their orders in a more creative 

manner to receive articles they knew would sell. Some included personal drawings 

alongside business shorthand, and others elaborated on the styles they sought out or 

found unsaleable. As we will see, these insightful orders revolve around the more 

image-centric union cases sold by Scovill. However, tradesmen cared equally about 

the designs of other products, like the brass mats placed in their fitted cases. A letter 

from the photographer John Schorb makes this clear. Schorb confirmed that he 

received his order of fitted cases and a bottle of rotten stone (that regrettably was 

“smashed” in transit). His order notes that a Scovill salesman visited him in Yorkville 

and delivered samples of brass mats that he preferred but has had trouble ordering. He 

states, “The cases with engraved matts I do not consider so desirable as the stamped 

mats, and neither are as fine as some samples I have…I find that much depends on a 

matt, and if you succeed in getting up something new and tasty in that time, I think 

you will find it most profitable.”74 Despite voicing his disinterest in the engraved mats 

he received, Schorb too offers little insight into the designs that he finds “tasty.” 

Others are more explicit, offering traced drawings of the size, opening, and decoration 

that they desired (Figures 3.4 and 3.5).  

The difference between tradesmen that ordered with detail and others that used 

the manufacturer’s “systematic language” driven by constant novelty, is a matter of 

scale. In most instances, large scale supply depot owners, acting as middlemen 
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between practitioners and manufacturers, ordered an assortment of goods so that the 

diversity of their stock attracted nearby photographers and expanded their 

geographical reach to increase their profit. This is evident in a letter from John 

Cadwallader in Maysville, Kentucky, whose order with Scovill lacked specificity, 

noting that “In soliciting your orders for Daguerreotype Goods, I beg to leave to state 

that I have now, and expect to keep constantly on hand a large and complete 

assortment of Daguerreotype materials.”75 Cadwallader’s hope is that the variety of 

stock he carries “will be to the interest of Daguerreotypists in Northern Kentucky, and 

Southern Ohio,” with hopes that these “goods can be sent to all parts of the country.”76 

For small-scale photographers that interfaced directly with the public, an 

assortment of goods was an important advertising claim as well. However, it could 

also spell disaster if the goods one received were styles and designs that historically 

did not interest their customers, aesthetically or ideologically. This was a tantamount 

concern for many photographers that ordered union cases directly from Scovill and 

Samuel Peck and Company. Union cases maintained a broad appeal to the public due 

to their novel use of materials and their image-centric designs. While over seventy 

percent of known union cases contain elaborate geometric designs on their lids, they 

also appropriated popular prints, paintings, sculptures, monuments, and iconographic 

symbols that highlighted their roles as mediators of identity, class, and ideology.77 
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Their culturally salient imagery made them powerful tools in extending the identity of 

the person whose likeness they housed. While the relationship between union case 

designs and cultural identity is discussed in depth in chapter four, their consistent 

mention in Scovill’s incoming correspondence suggests the failure of manufactures’ 

“systematic language,” and sets the scene for discussing the potency of union case 

design. 

Reuben Knecht, a recurring Scovill customer, operated a small daguerreotype 

studio at 138 Northampton Street in Easton, Pennsylvania, and like many daguerreans 

required a consistent supply of materials to run a competitive and successful business. 

He paid close attention to technical improvements and material innovations occurring 

in the photographic industry, and in one instance went as far as patenting his own 

improvement – a daguerreotype plate holder – on February 7, 1854.78 His intimate 

knowledge of the quality, styles, and prices of photographic supplies is evident in an 

order he placed on August 31, 1855.79 In this order, he informs the New York store 

that he is embracing the new ambrotype process and desires deeper cases to 

accommodate the thicker glass plate. In addition, he wants to negotiate prices on the 

glass that will cover the image, which he previously bought at a lower price in 

Philadelphia, adding that he also wants samples of new case designs that Peck is 

producing. His attention to material detail and prices highlights the importance of 

specificity in ordering supplies as a daguerreotypist with local customers to please. 

 

 
78 Reuben Knecht, Improved Daguerreotype-Plate Holder, U.S. Patent US10508, 

issued 7 February, 1854. 

79 Reuben Knecht to Scovill Manufacturing Company, 31 August 1855, Scovill 

Manufacturing Company Records II, vol. 20, Baker Library Special Collections, 

Harvard Business School, Harvard University. 



 45 

Knecht’s keen awareness of his needs and customers’ desires, and at what 

price, did not fit comfortably into the capitalist framework and business shorthand that 

Scovill operated within. A letter from Knecht on March 29, 1855, is more of an 

inquiry than an order on behalf of one of his customers: “Oval Velvet Marone [sic] 

color. If you have one a little larger than 1/9 but not as large as 1/6 would do better as 

it is intended for a miniature.”80 Whether or not Peck and Scovill could fulfill his 

order is unknown, but his request signals the slow disappearance of the cottage 

industry of diverse casemakers which was taken over by a standardized industry of 

case manufacturers. 

Efforts to specify his orders down to the color and style case, matting, and 

padding, often worked in Knecht’s favor. However, a need to keep up with the latest 

styles of union cases forced him to order an assortment of styles without knowing if 

what he would receive would align with his or his customer’s taste. Indeed, a letter 

sent on May 19, 1856, begins with a disgruntled statement, “I think you have treated 

me with more than ordinary slight this last week for you…delayed unusually long thus 

causing loss of custom[ers].”81 A lack of supplies means a lack of business, and even 

when the goods arrived, they did not meet his expectations: “The 1/6 Union Cases of 

which I wanted an assortment you sent me 1/3 of them all alike with those damned ‘n-

----’ babies on the lids now I want you to understand that n----- babies on Union Cases 
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are very unsaleable.”82 Knecht’s racist statement reveals not only his own ideology, 

but also that of his customers. Working within a segregated society, Knecht expressed 

the conviction that his white customers, with whom he identified, would see such 

figures as Black and would therefore refuse to connect or associate their own 

representation with that of a Black child. As such, Knecht and his white customers 

subscribed to a cultural, racial, and political ideology that denied the reality of 

multiracialism in the United States during the antebellum period. Knecht wished to 

purchase cases that only depicted images that he and his customers deemed 

appropriate to perpetuate a dominant, white middle class. This commercial choice 

demonstrates how social and political practices such as the enforcement of a 

segregated society carry through everyday life, and the private sphere. 

As discussed in this project’s introduction, photographic representation in 

these early years became a visual and material tool to both counter racist structures 

and discourse. 83 However, photography nevertheless existed in a society that made 

sense of the material world through race and class distinction. Tanya Sheehan 

discusses how the “estrangement” of early photography’s materiality “depended” on 

comparisons to Blackness to make sense of the new medium of visual 

representation.84 In particular, she notes how photographic negatives and varnish were 

“comedically” discussed in racial terms. These “comedic” portrayals often 
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undermined photography’s claim to truthfulness – a characteristic that Black leaders, 

abolitionists, photographers, and sitters utilized for activism.85 Furthermore, Dalila 

Scruggs reveals how the slippery materiality of daguerreotypes, as both a positive and 

negative object, was used as a literal and metaphoric tool for exporting colonial 

ideology to Liberia.86 In all these instances, photography’s materiality and race are 

inextricably tied and mutually reinforcing.  

 Photographic cases were not simply utilitarian devices to protect one’s portrait, 

but rather a material tool that signaled one’s social, racial, and cultural belonging. 

Knecht’s vehemently racist statement regarding the union cases he received highlights 

that photographic cases served to extend the identity of the sitter it housed. In all the 

most comprehensive catalogs of union case designs, the ones that feature human 

subjects do not depict figures in a caricatured or exaggerated manner.87 In the visual 

economy of the United States during the antebellum period, where artists, printmakers, 

and craftsmen used caricatural elements to depict non-white bodies, these subjects 

would have read as white by default.88 We can speculate then, that similar to the 
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(Berkeley, CA: University of California Press, 2005). 



 48 

writers who understood photographic negatives and varnish through racial terms, 

Knecht conflates the material characteristics of the union case – the black or brown 

dyed thermoplastic compound – with race. More research needs to be done on Black 

photographic studios and Black customers, and how these audiences understood 

photographic cases and materials on their own terms.89  

The letter books strengthen this claim, as Scovill did not give “names” to 

specific designs on their line of union cases, but rather assigned numbers to 

particularly popular styles. Like the rest of the supplies they offered, the newest styles 

of union cases were not adequately accounted for in their “systematic language.” 

Instead, practitioners needed to describe the designs they wanted using their own 

language. In the example with Knecht, we see how trade supplies become objects of 

taste. In the next chapter, we will see that the designs of photographic cases and their 

component parts were not simply utilitarian devices to protect one’s portrait, but also a 

presentational object that expresses cultural and social belonging. 

 

 
89 One approach would be to investigate the Scovill Manufacturing Company Records 

at Baker Library Special Collections at Harvard University with an eye towards the 

identities of tradesmen that are ordering supplies. My initial foray into this manuscript 
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was asking at the time. While the manuscript collection highlights the mass of supplies 

that circulated domestically and internationally, another strength is the numerous first-

hand accounts from photographers that express their own needs and customer’s 

desires. 
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Chapter 4 

DESIGN 

4.1 A Target Audience 

John Harding Walraven, a notions and fancy goods store owner in Wilmington, 

Delaware and his wife, Margaret Grubb Walraven, commissioned a painted portrait of 

their first-born daughter, Anna Mary Walraven, around the year 1850 (Figure 4.1). 

Painted by a currently unknown limner, the 35 ½ inch by 28-inch oil on board portrait 

statuesquely depicts Anna with an averted gaze and expressionless face. Her doll-like 

rendering portrays her as little more life-like than the classical saber-legged side chair 

she rests her hand on or the pillar-and-scroll center table with its white marble top in 

the background. With such little movement and expression, the portrait-in-stasis 

associates Anna’s own identity with the middle-class belongings she shares the 

composition with. 

The unknown artist made these ties material, painting Anna’s right hand 

gripping the white satin ribbon of a leghorn hat, and her left hand holding a sixth-plate 

daguerreotype. As a record of both Anna at a particular age and a reflection of the 

Walraven’s socioeconomic belonging through commodities, the portrait captures a 

broader definition of “likeness.” In this context, “likeness” has less to do with the 

verisimilitude of the human subject, but rather a composition “that resonated with 
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broadly shared cultural meanings.”90  The mahogany veneered side chair and table, the 

leghorn hat with satin ribbon, the selection of cloth-covered books, the patterned 

Brussels or Wilton carpet, and Anna’s blue skirt and white pantalettes with lace trim, 

provide the viewer with a “bundle of cultural assumptions” that reflect the Walraven’s 

participation in a middle-class consumer society.91 

As Thomas Beckman notes this portrait is unique because while “it is not 

unusual for subjects of daguerreotype portraits to be photographed with treasured or 

symbolic possessions…It is quite rare, however, for artists to include the daguerreian 

competition in paintings.”92 Indeed, the daguerreotype process presented a threat to 

portrait and miniature painters, allowing customers to procure cheaper and speedier 

likenesses of themselves and family members, all the while satisfying the same desire 

for: “self-definition and group identity” that painted portraits provided.93 Like the 

abovementioned furnishings, objects, and dress, the inclusion of a sixth-plate 

daguerreotype is a noteworthy marker of white middle-class identity. The silver-plated 

sheet translated through oil paint captures a well-dressed mother and father flanking 
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their young daughter. This family portrait, most definitely portraying John Harding 

Walraven, Margaret Grubb Walraven, and either Anna or her younger sister, serves as 

a mechanized corollary for the type of work larger painted portraits do. David Jaffee, 

quoting the nineteenth-century American author, Timothy Shay Arthur, took note of 

the daguerreotype’s replacement of a once luxury product: “A few years ago it was not 

every man who could fix a likeness of himself, his wife or his children; these were 

luxuries known only to those who had money to spare; now it is hard to find the man 

who has not gone through the ‘operator’s hands.”94 As a tool that expanded 

participation in the representational practices of middle class identity, the Walraven’s 

photographic likeness similarly reflected the family’s individuality through 

mechanical means. 

The inclusion of their daguerreotype family portrait reveals the role that cased 

photographic portraiture played in shaping a middle-class culture defined by the 

duality of individualism and group identity. Stuart Blumin’s The Emergence of the 

Middle Class posits that “America…has had no middle class, but rather a pervasive 

middle-class culture,” a key tenant of which was “the common embrace of an ideology 

of social atomism.”95 On the one hand, the Walraven’s cased family portrait allowed 

them to participate in a middle-class culture driven by individualism, by capturing 

their unique likeness on a silver-plated sheet of copper. On the other hand, the detailed 

rendering of the wrapped leather case, cushioned with a pink-orange silk pad, and 
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adorned with a cut-out octagonal brass mat, reinforced the family’s societal belonging 

through the case’s familiar mass manufactured materials and designs. In this sense, the 

photographic case and its component parts are fluent in the language of middle-class 

goods, grounding itself in the visual and tactile sensations found in a domestic interior, 

in particular, the parlor. As a microcosm of these spaces and what one could find 

there, the photographic case recalls the embossed paper- or leather-bound book, the 

velvet tufted chair, the silk curtain or dress, the ormolu frame, the Brussels or Wilton 

carpet, and the jewelry box. Just as the furnishings and material goods visualized in 

Anna’s portrait seek to frame the subject as belonging to a particular socio-economic 

standing, so too did the design and materials of photographic cases – framing the 

portraits of everyday men, women, and children. 

This section follows photographic cases as they arrive in photographic studios, 

awaiting a customer to take them to their final domestic destination. In this context, 

photographic cases transformed from trade supplies with component parts to objects of 

taste that played a significant role in shaping perceptions about cased photographic 

portraiture. More than a utilitarian device, the photographic case is a souvenir of the 

photographic experience and the designs featured on their covers, mats, and paddings, 

reveal how case manufacturers aligned their products with fine and popular art, 

pervasive ideas about culture and comfort, and other mass manufactured commodities. 

As such, photographic cases represented the commodification of an American middle-

class culture that defined itself through things. 

4.2 The Studio, the Parlor, and the Case 

Visual, material, and tactile similarities between the photographic case, the 

domestic interior, and the fine arts were not happenstance connections. On the 
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contrary, it was a purposeful self-fashioning on the part of photographers and 

manufacturers as they sought to professionalize the trade of photography. These 

connections are palpable in the oft-mentioned photographic parlors and saloons in and 

around urban centers by the middle of the 1840s. These commercial spaces took on 

many forms in non-traditional spaces, as well, including temporary establishments on 

steamships, in customized wagons, railroads, and hotels.96 

While this project previously mentioned the industrial-like establishment of 

Rees & Company, other studios, such as Jeremiah Gurney’s in New York retained an 

air of genteel respectability. A wood engraving illustrating the reception room of 

“Gurney’s Daguerrean Saloon” in New York’s Illustrated News in 1853, depicts well-

dressed customers socializing in a spacious salon-like setting (Figure 4.2). As they 

wait to be photographed, guests respectfully lounge on a settee in the back right of the 

room; another couple leans over a table looking closely at what might be prints or 

photographs; as others look carefully at the walls where classical half-nude statues are 

affixed and rows and rows of framed prints, paintings, and photographs draw the eye. 

This is a richly decorated, multi-roomed space, and its globed chandeliers, elaborate 

wall-to-wall carpet, and decorative door valence served as material markers 

transforming the act of photographing and being photographed into a genteel activity. 

The façade of gentility in Gurney’s carefully considered interior is markedly 

different than Rees & Company’s picture factory. The latter intentionally embraced 

the industrial modes of labor and efficiency that supported the consistent production 

and circulation of photographic supplies, caring less about taming the mechanical 
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aspects of the industry and medium itself. In contrast, Gurney’s parlor-like reception 

room was a result of “enterprising photographers, wishing to situate their nascent 

profession within the Romantic definition of genius (embodied in the Artist), [and] 

sought elite status through the employment of fashionable room embellishments and 

the stratification of space.”97 The effects of which, not only aggrandized the social and 

cultural status of the photographer, but also “intimated to knowledgeable visitors 

excepted behaviors, defined aberrant ones, and reinforced genteel practices associated 

with literacy, the use of time, cleanliness, and hospitality.”98 Replicating both the 

material and bodily experience of a domestic parlor, these elaborate commercial 

photographic parlors, like “pullman cars and steamship staterooms” became “the 

medium in which to introduce innovations to the consuming public.”99 Associated 

with spaces that “dealt with comfort, care, and display of the consuming body,” these 

studios masked the photographic experience from one of discomfort and industrial 

techniques to perpetuate “the possessive individualism at the core of genteel identity, 

and identity accessible through commercial means.”100 

In these spaces, the act of photographing and being photographed became 

associated with certain social, material, and tactile codes associated with Victorian 
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parlor culture. Katherine Grier’s landmark book, Culture and Comfort: Parlor Making 

and Middle-Class Identity, 1850-1930, defines the parlor as a space intentionally 

populated with objects that expressed both culture and comfort. “Culture,” Grier 

states, “is short hand for the cultivated worldview of educated, genteel, and 

cosmopolitan people whose habits of consumption were intended to create an 

expressive social façade.”101 On the other hand, Grier defines “Comfort” as 

“signal[ing] a group of ideas and beliefs associated with a pleasurable physical state 

but also designates the presence of the more family-centered values associated with 

‘home.’”102 The concepts of culture and comfort are embodied in these commercial 

spaces and they have inevitably affected the physical form and social function of 

photographic portraiture. 

Photographic cases are microcosms of this commercial photographic experience, 

both materially and ideologically. The designs that graced their covers, the materials 

used to construct them, and the bodily engagement engendered by their forms echo the 

coded private and public parlor spaces described above. As genteel embodiments of 

both one’s cultural literacy and the nation’s industrial progress, the mass manufactured 

photographic case aligned itself with notions of culture and comfort that shaped the 

function of cased photographic portraiture at the middle of the nineteenth century. 

How exactly these cases materially manifested these concepts of “culture” and 

“comfort” will be my main preoccupation for the rest of this chapter. Since I have 

found little evidence of how people fundamentally engaged with cases, what they 
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thought about them, and why they chose certain ones, we are left to speculate based on 

the narratives embedded in the designs of extant cases. 

4.3 Mass-Manufactured Culture and Comfort 

Writing to her sister in November of 1856, Fidelia Maria Booth (née North) 

recounted her daily activities, including the comings and goings of various family 

members, and her excursion to a daguerrean room: 

 

Friday we were in the daguerrean room nearly all day, Lester and Hattie with 

Kattie had their picture taken and gave it to Elisa. Adaline and myself had ours 

taken and exchanged it with cousin Elisa. This is the third that I have exchanged 

since you left. You know I suppose that cousin Norris’s [picture] belongs to me 

so I want you to keep it safe.103 

 

The frequency in which Fidelia exchanged portraits foregrounds an important social 

practice tied to cased photographic portraiture. Not only did portraits mark rites of 

passage or important moments in one’s life, but they also belonged to a well-

established gift-giving economy that created material bonds between family members 

and friends. However, unless specified through accompanied writing, possibly pinned 

to the velvet cushion inside of a case or made explicit in a letter, the social dimension 

of specific daguerreotypes and ambrotypes remains speculative. In lieu of a letter or 

note, some photographic cases point towards the social practices of the often-unknown 

sitters they protect and display. One case held in the Warren Fox Kaynor Collection at 

the National Museum of American History clarifies the triangulation between 
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sentimentality, gift giving, and cased photographic portraits, wherein the photographic 

case is at the center of it all (Figure 4.3) 

Applied on a black, varnished surface of papier-mâché are seven pieces of 

mother-of-pearl cut into irregular shapes. Their layout and forms are given meaning 

through painted decoration: a red, green, and gilt flower stem bends from the bottom 

left to the top center of the cover with oblong pearly leaves populating its body. Like 

the leaves, the bloom is applied mother-of-pearl with sharp-edged and smooth petals. 

The shiny specimen’s abstracted anatomy is mirrored on a diminutive scale, engraved 

on the bulbous brass clasp that keeps the container closed and its contents hidden. 

With the clasp secured, one can comfortably turn the case to examine its hinge (Figure 

4.4). Made from a piece of curved black leather resembling a book’s spine, its surface 

is embossed and gilded, ornamented with sinuous stems, leaves, and buds that produce 

a space for the words “FRIENDSHIPS / OFFERING.” 

The edges of the case similarly imitate features of a book: the pieces of wood 

used to construct the bottom portion of the case are painted gold to mimic the top edge 

gilding; and the “spine” is given shape with a faux head band made from a curved 

piece of wood (Figure 4.5). Unlike many photographic cases manufactured in the 

United States that simply emulate a codex through form alone, this fancy case directly 

references both a popular genre of book and style of bookbinding in the middle of the 

nineteenth century in the United States. As a miniaturized book, this case corroborates 

a social dimension of cased photographic portraiture and illuminates a connection 

between photographic case manufacturing and the bookbinding industry. 

The “Friendship’s Offering” case emulates a gift book, or literary annual—a  

luxuriously bound volume of romantic prose, poetry, and engravings that were popular 
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in the United States between the first quarter of the nineteenth century until the dawn 

of the Civil War (Figure 4.6).104 Advertised to a burgeoning middle class as objects 

for sentimental exchange, the popularity of the curated compilation dovetailed with 

both rising literacy rates and decreasing prices in the sphere of printing due to steam 

power and the stereotype plate.105 The success of gift books rested not only on the 

curatorial vision of the publisher, but also their elaborate packaging. Making use of 

mechanized techniques for embossing leather and paper, the ornamental covers of gift 

books are a result of a streamlined process that imitated the artisanal and blind tooled 

decoration of books of the not-so-distant past. Both book covers and photographic 

case covers resulted from a similar manufacturing process that utilized a hot steel die 

to impress figural, ornamental, or text-based designs on its surface.106 Contained 

within and presented through these lavish boards, gift books showcased how “the 

efforts of writers, engravers, printers, and publishers combined to create a product that 

offered refinement, sentiment, and a good read in one package.”107 

While the papier-mâché gift book and photographic case with applied mother-

of-pearl did not result from the industrial processes described above, the similarities in 
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form and function resulted in case manufacturers adopting materials and designs 

present in the gift book industry. Capitalizing on the shared social and cultural 

dimensions between gift books and photographic portraiture, case manufacturers 

appropriated the former’s methods of address. In her study of giftbooks and the types 

of physical engagement they engendered, Cindy Dickinson pays special attention to 

the gift books’ “presentation page.” These presentation pages are one of the first 

leaves inside of a gift book, characterized by an ornamental or figural line engraving 

paired with an open space that encouraged the gift giver to write a message to the 

recipient. These presentation pages were not only prescriptive, but for Dickinson, their 

call for engagement, “transfer[ed] literary annuals and gift books from the publisher’s 

commercial marketplace to the world of sentiment.”108 Despite the mechanical 

processes that produced its cover and contents, the imprinted message from the gift 

giver, represented an indexical link to the benefactor’s hand, and “appropriated these 

volumes as offerings of their own.”109 

Upon opening the “Friendship’s Offering” case, a similar imprint of the 

personal is revealed (Figure 4.7). On the right, a portrait of a young woman sitting in a 

studio occupies the deep cavity of the gift-book case. The daguerreotype is framed in a 

simple oval brass mat with a continuous outline of small circular punches accentuating 

its opening. Impressed on the bottom left corner of the mat is the photographer’s 

“signature,” “J.COND.” Its presence in a highly personal object reminds the viewer of 
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the portrait’s commercial origins. Like its highly ornamented cover, the brass mat 

recalls the vast supply chain that material contributed to this singular portrait-object.  

For many sitters desiring their likeness as a gift, the daguerreotype placed 

inside of a leather or paper case might have been enough to foster that sentimental 

link. It was enough for Fidelia, Hattie, Kattie, and Lester. But, for the sitter in the 

“Friendship’s Offering” case, the portrait and the case’s component parts might have 

represented just another surface produced in the “commercial marketplace.” Eager to 

transform this mass manufactured gift into an object of individuality, the sitter asked 

for a lock of braided hair (a raw material she would have likely provided) to be 

sandwiched between the glass and the brass mat. Like the personalized message on a 

gift book’s presentation page, the presence of hair inside this photographic case 

rescues the portrait from its industrial origins. Just as Gurney’s saloon sought to 

transform the industrial photographic experience into a personal one, the portrait, the 

braided hair, and the material signs of manufacture show the formation of middle-class 

culture to be at odds with the dehumanizing elements of industrialization.   

The “Friendship’s Offering” case is one example of the way that case 

manufacturers tapped into established forms of material culture and co-opted their 

designs to prescribe a social and cultural use value to cased photographic portraiture. 

Union cases, whose manufacture and circulation were discussed in the previous two 

chapters, appropriated popular imagery found in periodicals as well as in prints, 

paintings, and sculpture, to cement photography’s position in the history of art and 

design. Positioned at the intersection of decorative arts and fine arts, union case 

designs provided neatly contained ideological packages that offered participation in an 
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increasingly homogenous and constructed ideal of white protestant middle-class 

identity. 

One example highlighting the artistic possibilities of union case design is a 

half-plate case manufactured by Littlefield, Parsons, and Company of Florence, 

Massachusetts around 1858 (Figure 4.8). Set within a stepped frame, the subject of the 

case is a bucolic, rural landscape: a young boy is depicted running in the foreground, 

positioning his wide brimmed hat to catch a butterfly fluttering away; in the near 

distance at the right of the composition, three laborers bail hay into a horse drawn cart; 

the middle-ground is populated with cattle; and in the background, a country estate is 

couched in a field of trees. 

The narrative-driven and busy composition showcases the incredible clarity 

offered by the thermoplastic material and its industrial mode of manufacture. The die 

engraver responsible for this case’s design is currently unknown, but the source that 

they drew their inspiration from is. The scene is an altered version of a hand-colored 

lithograph titled Summer Evening designed by Frances Flora Bond (Fanny) Palmer 

and published by Currier & Ives as part of their “American Country Life” series in 

1855 (Figure 4.9). In contrast to the print, the die engraver scaled-down the design, 

and took liberties in cropping the scene to depict the middle and right portions of the 

composition. Additional alterations include the insertion of birds in the sky, the 

enlargement of the butterfly, and the repositioning of the country estate to the left of 

the young boy. All these changes decentralize Fanny’s hand, all the while maintaining 

a connection to its source material and its cultural message – an idyllic, nostalgic view 

of wealthy white families and their land holdings outside of urban spaces. 
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Littlefield, Parsons, and Company’s “Summer Evening” case does not only 

replicate its source material, but also calls attention to how commercial prints 

functioned as they found their way into domestic spaces. As lithographs “became 

standard elements in home decoration…[they] mediated social relations, whether they 

were exchanged as gifts or compiled in albums for collective viewing.”110 These 

social uses of mass-produced prints and their presentation in domestic spaces are 

explicitly carried over to the case’s edge.  Molded into a stepped frame, the union 

case’s border not only parallels contemporaneous consumers’ tendency to frame prints 

in their homes, but also reflexively signals the case’s own function, as a device for 

displaying the portrait it housed, reifying the social and cultural uses of cased 

photographic portraiture.  

What does it mean that a popular lithograph appears on a photographic case? 

What does this say about the relationship between print culture and this project’s 

inclusive definition of the medium of photography? Michael Leja’s concept of “new 

image ecology” put forth in his essay “Fortified Images for the Masses,” helps answer 

these questions about intermediality in the middle of the nineteenth century. In his 

essay, Leja states that “Images in the 1840s and 1850s were treated as fluidly 

transferrable across media whenever exhibition or distribution requirements dictated. 

There was no conception of medium-specificity in the realm of mass-image 

manufacture, except as a set of characteristics that could be lent to another 

medium.”111 
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Before union case manufacturers used the novel material to appropriate 

familiar imagery, the representational capacity of photography had already established 

the medium’s role in this “new image ecology” through copying and reproducing 

works of art. Sarah Kate Gillespie offered examples of how artists, in particular 

sculptors, used the daguerreotype as a tool to circulate images of their work to gain 

commissions.112 Indeed, the daguerreotype’s ability to reproduce two-dimensional and 

three-dimensional artworks was an available service through practitioners like 

Matthew Brady who advertised: “In the Department arranged for Copying Engravings, 

Painting, Statuary &c., the light and instruments have been expressly designed for this 

purpose.”113 Similarly, paper-based photographic technologies, made its reproductive 

capabilities easier, allowing photographers to produce multiple copies of a single 

impression and distribute them widely.114 Thus, the photographic medium was part of 

a larger change in artistic production, where industrial and mechanical processes 

transformed artworks and images into widely available commodities.  

Answering the public’s insatiable demand for reproduced images and artworks, 

case manufacturers similarly appropriated popular imagery through mechanical 

reproduction and thermoplastic compounds to facilitate the movement of visual 

culture from one medium and material to another. What they chose to represent on 
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their surfaces did not simply imply a “democratization of [visual] culture,” but rather 

revealed a particular class (and race) of consumer they sought to attract with their 

products.115 Because union case designs required mass-appeal to be successful on the 

commercial marketplace, case manufacturers catered to a constructed ideal of white 

middle-class culture that stemmed from the Northeastern cities where they were 

located. As a result, their designs often excluded the experiences of other classes, 

ethnicities, and races. 

This perspective is clear when one accounts for Reuben Knecht’s visceral 

displeasure in receiving union cases representing Black children discussed in Chapter 

3. But also, when one considers the numerous union cases that contain nationalistic, 

religious, or sentimental subjects.116 Take for instance, a half-plate union case titled 

 

 
115 Leja, “Mass Art,” n.p. 

116 Rinhart and Rinhart reproduce one of the only published reviews of union case 

designs from 1858, which states “Now 7 years since Union case introduced…one of 

the first and best patterns being a sixth size with two pretty jolly-faced little girls; 

afterward very many patterns introduced, varying from senselessly ugly to neatness of 

design, some as slightly embossed as if the material were of gold, and the maker were 

afraid of wasting it, others so bold as if intended for distant observations or bases of 

columns. After some flourishes of prettiness of design came the literary period, with 

sharp-featured Sir Roger De Coverly, a libel on Addison’s hero, The Appointment, 

some family and domestic scenes, and good and bad, interspersed with the short-lived 

mania for chequered patterns, which the makers would persist in sending, and people 

in not liking. After which were issued some really choice and elegant designs – a 

credit to the purpose for which they were used. Now, we have the historical period. 

The history of the U.S. is being impressed on the rising generation and it is furbishing 

the memories of sober citizens, from the covers of daguerreotype cases. We have 

Marion sharing his mess of sweet potatoes with a British office, the Capture of Major 

Andre, Washington Crossing the Delaware on a whole size case, etc. The material is 

admirably adapted for the purpose, and let us hope the manufacture will preserve, only 

asking them to have purity of design, and no exaggeration of nature.”, see: Rinhart and 

Rinhart, American Miniature Case Art, 49. 
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“The Holy Family,” possibly manufactured by Holmes, Booth, and Hayden, depicting 

the Virgin Mary, Christ child, and Saint John (Figure 4.10). Inspired by Raphael’s 

1515 painting Madonna della Sedia, the die engravers Alfred Henning and J.E. 

Eymann riffed on the original composition by rendering a full, rather than partial view, 

of the Christian figures enshrined in an elaborate border. The customer that chose to 

have their portrait housed in “The Holy Family” case understood that the 

representational capacity of the medium could not adequately demonstrate the sitter’s 

religious affiliation, cultural literacy, and social belonging. The sitter relied on the 

union case’s commercialization of concepts, such as “the Christian family and 

republican motherhood,” to compensate for the photographic portrait’s inability to 

express both individuality and group identity without a case.117 

Union case producers manufactured culture for the masses. As was described 

in Chapter 2, union cases existed in tension between the craftmanship of the artworks 

they copied and the mass manufactured nature of their plastics. The cases that initially 

housed daguerreotypes were vestiges of an earlier age of craftsmanship and 

acculturated a new medium of visual representation with familiar material and 

decorative forms. However, as photography progressed, it no longer needed this 

grounding and manufacturers focused their attention on innovative case construction 

and materials. As cases became “modern” through novel materials, manufacturers 

guided audiences through the unfamiliarity of their material future by providing die 

pressed images already familiar to audiences. Cases, therefore, were an essential tool 

 

 
117 Grier, Culture & Comfort: Parlor Making and Middle-Class Identity, 1850-1930, 

7.  
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for self-fashioning and shaped the role that the cased photographic portrait played in 

creating a coherent social imaginary. 
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Chapter 5 

CONCLUSION 

Writing the history of photography has largely been an endeavor to situate the 

medium within the history of visual representation. As Elizabeth Edwards reminds us, 

photographs should not be reduced to the images represented on their copper, glass, 

iron, or paper surfaces, but rather encountered as objects that engender an embodied, 

multisensorial experience.118 In this view, the history of photography is incomplete 

without accounting for the ways that the materiality of photographs prompt touch and 

vision, and also how their modes of display taught viewers how to personally and 

socially engage with them. Looking beyond the silver-plated sheets of copper that 

captured the portraits of everyday men, women, and children, this project offers a 

corrective to the history of early photography by focusing on the materially innovative 

cases that protected, enhanced, and made a new medium of visual representation 

culturally legible. The form, design, and materials that make up early photographic 

cases are examples of the way that photographic images were not separated from but 

embedded in the tactile- and material-oriented world of the middle of the nineteenth 

century.  

When I began this project, two simple questions guided my research: “Why do 

photographic cases look the way they do?” and “What does that mean?” To answer 

 

 
118 Elizabeth Edwards, “Photographs, Mounts, and the Tactile Archive,” 

Interdisciplinary Studies in the Long Nineteenth Century 19 (2014): 1. 
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these questions, I looked at the manufacturers that controlled their production; the 

entrepreneurs that patented improvements and materials; the tradesmen that depended 

on them; and the design philosophies that influenced their diverse forms. The 

preceding chapters scratch the surface to argue that photographic cases are not mere 

containers. Rather, they are an inextricable part of the early photographic experience. 

As carefully considered objects born from large-scale changes in industrial production 

and capitalist business practices, photographic cases facilitated consumers’ 

participation in a pervasive middle-class culture that relied on mass-produced 

commodities to reinforce “cultural cohesion.”119  

Ultimately, this project considered the role that large-scale supply 

manufacturers played in shaping audiences’ perceptions about cased photographs and 

how their business practices ordered the nascent photographic industry. By 1870, 

paper-based processes replaced the fragile and unique material properties of the 

daguerreotype and ambrotype, and so the need to house photographs in miniature 

cases slowly disappeared. Yet, the vestiges of innovation that occurred in the case 

manufacturing sector had implications outside of the photographic industry. Indeed, 

Scovill and the Florence Manufacturing Company (once, Littlefield, Parsons, and 

Company) began producing hand mirror backs, hairbrush backs, card boxes, collar 

boxes, and doorknobs out of the novel thermoplastic compound used to make union 

cases (Figure 5.1). The existence of these objects highlights that writing the history of 

photography is not simply about advancements in photographic technology and 

representation, but also a story about materials. 

 

 
119 Jaffee, A New Nation of Goods: The Material Culture of Early America, 323–24. 
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FIGURES 

 

Figure 1.1  Unknown maker, Portrait of a Daguerreotypist Displaying 

Daguerreotypes and Cases, 1845. Hand-colored daguerreotype. J. Paul 

Getty Museum. Image in the public domain. 
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Figure 2.1 James Whitehorne, Mary Kellogg, ca. 1838. Watercolor on ivory. Dale T. 

Johnson Fund, 2006, The Metropolitan Museum of Art. Image in the 

public domain. 
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Figure 2.2 Interior view of Robert Cornelius, Grandma Toppan, ca. 1841. 

Daguerreotype. Library Company of Philadelphia. Image courtesy 

Library Company of Philadelphia. 



 72 

 

Figure 2.3  Recto view of Robert Cornelius, Grandma Toppan, ca. 1841. 

Daguerreotype. Library Company of Philadelphia. Image courtesy of 

Library Company of Philadelphia.  
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Figure 2.4 Exterior view of Matthew Brady, Decagon Case, c. 1843-47. Image 

courtesy of Leslie Antiques Ltd. 
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Figure 2.5 Illustration of  Edward Anthony’s “Case Factory – Gilding Room.” A 

Comprehensive and Systematic Catalogue of Photographic Apparatus 

and Material, Manufactured, Imported and Sold by E. Anthony (New 

York: H.H. Snelling, 1854). Image in the public domain. 
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Figure 2.6 Exterior view of leather photographic case, ca. 1854. Warren Fox Kaynor 

Collection, Photographic History Collection, Smithsonian’s National 

Museum of American History, 75.17.939.64. Photograph by author. 
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Figure 2.7 Interior view of leather photographic case, ca. 1854. Warren Fox Kaynor 

Collection, Photographic History Collection, Smithsonian’s National 

Museum of American History, 75.17.939.64. Photograph by author. 
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Figure 2.8 Patent Drawing of U.S. Patent US10465, Henry T. Anthony, “Press for 

Making Miniature Cases”, January 1, 1854. Image in the public domain. 
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Figure 2.9 Exterior of leather photographic case, ca. 1854. Warren Fox Kaynor 

Collection, Photographic History Collection, Smithsonian’s National 

Museum of American History, 75.17.931. Photograph by Author. 
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Figure 2.10  The design on this union case is adapted from Sir Thomas Lawrence’s oil 

on canvas painting The Calmady Children, 1823, currently in The 

Metropolitan Museum of Art’s collection. The design is attributed to the 

die engraver Hiram W. Hayden. Exterior view of union case produced by 

Samuel Peck and Company, ca. 1854-58. Sixth-plate photographic case. 

Collection of the author. Photograph by author. 
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Figure 3.1 Cover of “Price List of Cases, Mattings, and Preservers, Manufactured by 

Scovill Manufacturing Co. Importers, Manufacturers and Dealers in 

Photographic Materials,” April 21, 1864. Warshaw Collection of 

Business Americana, Archives Center, Smithsonian’s National Museum 

of American History. Photograph by author. 



 81 

 

Figure 3.2 Second page of “Price List of Cases, Mattings, and Preservers, 

Manufactured by Scovill Manufacturing Co. Importers, Manufacturers 

and Dealers in Photographic Materials,” April 21, 1864. Warshaw 

Collection of Business Americana, Archives Center, Smithsonian’s 

National Museum of American History. Photograph by author. 
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Figure 3.3 Myron Shew to Scovill Manufacturing Company, 28 October 1853. 

Scovill Manufacturing Company Records, Baker Library Special 

Collections, Harvard Business School, Harvard University. Photograph 

by author. 
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Figure 3.4 Line drawing of brass mat. Indecipherable name to Scovill 

Manufacturing Company, July 1855. Scovill Manufacturing Company 

Records, Baker Library Special Collections, Harvard Business School, 

Harvard University. Photograph by author. 

 

Figure 3.5 Line drawing of brass mat. D. Olendorf and Gerritt Olendorf to Scovill 

Manufacturing Company, 13 March 1855. Scovill Manufacturing 

Company Records, Baker Library Special Collections, Harvard Business 

School, Harvard University. Photograph by author. 
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Figure 4.1 Unknown artist, Anna Walraven, ca. 1850. Oil on board. Delaware Art 

Museum, Wilmington, USA © Delaware Art Museum / Bequest of Ada 

W. 
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Figure 4.2 Leslie & Hooper, Gurney’s Daguerrean Saloon – Broadway, New York, 

1853. Wood engraving. National Portrait Gallery, Smithsonian 

Institution; gift of Larry J. West. Image in the public domain. 
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Figure 4.3 Exterior view of papier-mâché photographic case, ca. 1855. Warren Fox 

Kaynor Collection, Photographic History Collection, Smithsonian’s 

National Museum of American History, 75.17.874. Photograph by 

author. 
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Figure 4.4 Spine view of papier-mâché photographic case, ca. 1855. Warren Fox 

Kaynor Collection, Photographic History Collection, Smithsonian’s 

National Museum of American History, 75.17.874. Photograph by 

author. 
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Figure 4.5 Side exterior view of papier-mâché photographic case, ca. 1855. Warren 

Fox Kaynor Collection, Photographic History Collection, Smithsonian’s 

National Museum of American History, 75.17.874. Photograph by 

author. 
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Figure 4.6 Cover of Album of Gems (New York, 1852?), Collection of Graham S. 

Stubbs, on deposit at the Library Company of Philadelphia. Photograph 

courtesy of Library Company of Philadelphia. 
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Figure 4.7 Interior view of papier-mâché photographic case, ca. 1855. Warren Fox 

Kaynor Collection, Photographic History Collection, Smithsonian’s 

National Museum of American History, 75.17.874. Photograph by 

author. 
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Figure 4.8 Littlefield, Parsons, and Company, “Summers Evening” union case, ca. 

1858. Half-plate photographic case. Warren Fox Kaynor Collection, 

Photographic History Collection, Smithsonian’s National Museum of 

American History, 75.17.6. Photograph by author. 



 92 

 

Figure 4.9 Frances Flora Bond Palmer, American Country Life: Summers Evening, 

1855. Toned lithograph with applied watercolor. Amon Carter Museum 

of American Art, Fort Worth, Texas. Image in the public domain. 
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Figure 4.10 Possibly Holmes, Booth, and Hayden, die engraved by Alfred Henning 

and J.E. Eymann, The Holy Family. Half-plate photographic case. 

Warren Fox Kaynor Collection, Photographic History Collection, 

Smithsonian’s National Museum of American History, 75.17.12. 

Photograph by author. 
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Figure 5.1 Florence Manufacturing Company, Hand Mirror Back, ca. 1866. Pro 

Brush Company Collection, Historic Northampton, 57.176. Image in the 

public domain. 
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