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The history of photography is not merely a chronicle of aesthetic shifts but a rigorous progression of chemical

engineering, optical physics, and industrial innovation. Since its formal inception in 1839, the medium has

transitioned from a specialized scientific curiosity into a ubiquitous global language. This article provides an in-

depth technical examination of the milestones that defined this trajectory, focusing on the pivotal role of figures like

George Eastman and the archival significance of the George Eastman House collection.

The Inception of the Photographic Paradigm (1839)

The year 1839 serves as the chronological anchor for modern photography. It was during this year that Louis-

Jacques-Mandé Daguerre’s process was purchased by the French government and given "to the free world." 

Simultaneously, in England, William Henry Fox Talbot was perfecting the salt print and calotype processes. The 

technical divergence between these two methods—the unique, metal-based Daguerreotype and the reproducible, 

paper-based Calotype—established the foundational tension between image quality and mass reproducibility.

Chemical Foundations: The Daguerreotype Process

The Daguerreotype was a highly technical procedure involving several distinct stages of chemical manipulation.

The process required a silver-plated copper sheet, polished to a mirror finish. The plate was sensitized using iodine

vapor to create a layer of light-sensitive silver iodide. After exposure in a camera obscura, the latent image was

developed using heated mercury vapor, which amalgamated with the silver to form a visible image. The final step

involved fixing the image with a salt solution (later sodium thiosulfate) to prevent further light sensitivity.

The Calotype and the Birth of the Negative

Talbot’s contribution, the Calotype, introduced the negative-positive process. By using paper sensitized with silver

nitrate and potassium iodide, Talbot could create a translucent negative. This negative could then be used to print

multiple positive images. While the Daguerreotype offered superior detail and clarity, the Calotype’s ability to be

reproduced made it the functional ancestor of modern film photography.

Technical Comparison: Early Photographic Mediums

To understand the rapid evolution of the medium, it is necessary to compare the technical specifications of early

19th-century processes. The following table highlights the operational differences between the dominant formats of

the era.



Feature Daguerreotype (1839) Calotype (1841) Wet Plate Collodion 
(1851)

Substrate Silver-plated copper High-quality paper Glass plate

Image Type Unique Positive Negative-Positive Negative-Positive

Sensitivity Low (Long exposures) Moderate High (Seconds)

Detail Level Extremely High Soft/Grainy High

Reproducibility None (Requires re-
shooting)

Infinite via contact print Infinite via contact print

The Industrialization of Light: George Eastman and Kodak

The transition from photography as a cumbersome laboratory science to a consumer-accessible medium was 

driven by George Eastman. Eastman’s career, progressing from a delivery boy to an industrial titan, mirrored the 

American industrial revolution. His primary contribution was the displacement of fragile glass plates with flexible roll 

film.

The Mechanics of Roll Film and the 'Brownie' Revolution

In 1888, Eastman introduced the first Kodak camera. The technical brilliance of this device lay not in its optics, 

which were rudimentary, but in its vertical integrationof the photographic workflow. The camera came pre-loaded

with a roll of film capable of 100 exposures. Once the roll was finished, the entire camera was sent back to the

Rochester factory for processing.

The 'You Press the Button, We Do the Rest' Model

This slogan represented a major shift in the technical laborof photography. By decoupling the act of image

capture from the chemical processing, Eastman democratized the medium. The technical workflow for the

consumer was reduced to three steps:

•  Winding the film: Advancing the nitrocellulose substrate to the next frame.

•  Cocking the shutter: Setting the mechanical tension for the exposure.

•  Pressing the release: Triggering the aperture to allow light to strike the emulsion.

The George Eastman House: A Repository of Technical Heritage

The George Eastman House (now the George Eastman Museum) in Rochester, New York, serves as a global 

pilgrimage site for the study of photographic history. The collection, extensively detailed in the seminal work A 

History of Photography: From 1839 to the Presentby Mulligan and Wooters, contains over 400,000 photographs

and 16,000 items of camera technology.

Archival Science and Preservation Challenges

The preservation of photographic history involves complex chemical stabilization. Early nitrate films are inherently 

unstable and highly flammable. The George Eastman House leads in cold-storage technologiesand digital

restoration, ensuring that the 'art of light' remains accessible to future generations. The museum’s catalogs serve

as a technical blueprint for the evolution of visual documentation, categorized by genre, physical description, and



historical period.

The Evolution of Optical Systems and Sensitometry

As the 20th century progressed, the technical focus shifted from the substrate (film) to the optical system and 

sensitometry(the study of light-sensitive materials). The development of the 35mm format by Leica in the 1920s

required higher-quality lenses capable of resolving detail on a much smaller negative area.

The Mathematical Model of Exposure

Understanding the history of photography requires a grasp of the Exposure Value (EV)formula, which has guided

photographers since the manual era:

EV = log2(N² / t)

Where:

•  N = Relative aperture (f-number)

•  t = Exposure time (shutter speed) in seconds

This formula illustrates the reciprocal relationship between light intensity and time, a fundamental principle that

remained constant from the 1839 Daguerreotype to the most advanced digital CMOS sensors of the present day.

Case Study: The Transition from Analog to Digital

The most significant disruption in the history of photography since Eastman’s roll film was the transition to digital 

imaging. This shift replaced the chemical emulsion with a Charge-Coupled Device (CCD) or a Complementary 

Metal-Oxide-Semiconductor (CMOS) sensor.

Comparative Analysis: Silver Halide vs. Silicon Sensors



Metric Silver Halide (Film) Digital Sensor (CMOS)

Capture Mechanism Chemical reaction in silver grains Photoelectric effect in silicon pixels

Dynamic Range High (Logarithmic response) High (Linear response, requires 
processing)

Storage Physical negative Binary data (RAW/JPEG)

Development Wet chemistry (Developers/Fixers) Algorithmic (Signal processing)

Troubleshooting Common Historical Issues in Preservation

Researchers and collectors often face challenges when dealing with historical photographic artifacts. Below are

common failure modes and technical solutions:

•  Silver Mirroring: Occurs in silver gelatin prints due to oxidation. Solution: Controlled humidity (30-50%) and 

use of acid-free housing.

•  Vinegar Syndrome: The degradation of acetate film base. Solution: Immediate isolation and cold storage to 

slow the autocatalytic reaction.

•  Glass Plate Breakage: Physical vulnerability of 19th-century negatives. Solution: Digitization and housing in 

four-flap enclosures.

The Synthesis of Art and Industry

The history of photography is a testament to the synergy between industrialist vision and scientific inquiry.

George Eastman’s legacy, preserved in the 766-page catalogs of the Eastman House, demonstrates that

photography was never just about 'taking pictures.' It was about the systematic capture of reality through

engineering. From the 20cm portraits of the 19th century to the high-resolution digital files of the 21st, the core

objective remains the same: the manipulation of light to stop time.

As we look toward the future of the medium—incorporating computational photography and artificial intelligence—

the principles established in 1839 continue to provide the framework. The George Eastman House stands as a

reminder that every digital image captured on a smartphone today owes its existence to the delivery boy who

envisioned a world where everyone could be a photographer. This journey from 1839 to the present is not just a

history of an art form, but a history of human ingenuity and the persistent desire to document the world with

technical precision.
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