
Daguerreotypes 
 
Introduction:  
 
Discovered and perfected by French artist Louis-Jacques-Mandé Daguerre, the 
Daguerreotype became one of the pioneering processes of photography. Listed as the first 
successful photographic process and named after the inventor of the technique, the 
Daguerreotype is easily identifiable due to the silver tones and hyper-realistic appearance. 
L.Daguerre and his collaborator Nicéphore Niépce (of whom became more prominent in the 
later years of the process as Daguerre has initially underplayed Niépce’s role in the 
development) were part of the race to create a faultless photographic process but beat their 
competitors by only a handful of years. The process was publicly announced in 1839 
however was first mentioned in print in 1835, with more processes being introduced by other 
creators from 1840 onwards.  
 
The Original Process (Pre-1841):  
 

1. Prepare a sheet of electroplated copper with a coating of metallic silver and buff it to 
ensure it has a fine sheen . 

2. Place the sheet into an iodizing box and certify it is light tight. Whilst in the box the 
iodine fumes will react with the silver present of the sheets, therefore creating a 
light-sensitive silver-iodine coated plate. Throughout this period the the sheet will 
transition through an a range of colours. Deep yellow with a hint of rose is predictable 
of the fuming state of pure iodine Daguerreotypes.  

3. Working under candlelight, load the plate into the camera and expose in bright 
sunlight. It is recommended that the exposure time is set in a 1:1 ratio when 
considering the aperture (e.g f/11 : 11 minutes in direct sunlight). 

4. Following the exposure, develop the plate in a securely sealed box with the fumes of 
mercury that have been heated to 140 degrees fahrenheit. Within this stage of the 
development the mercury will amalgamate with the silver iodine that had previously 
been exposed to UV light.  

5. The final stage of the process involves washing the plate with a dilated solution of 
sodium thiosulfate and then washed with distilled water. Once the plate has dried the 
image evident is permanent and unamendable.  

 
It is important that this process isn’t performed with the advice, coaching and review of an 
expert due to the use of mercury and the lethal affects the fumes may have to those of 
whom are exposed to them during the heating and development stages of the creation of a 
Daguerreotype.  
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