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Special Report
The “Kaplan Lincoln”

Preface

A few miles south of Hodgenville, Kentucky, along U.S. Route 31E, is the
Lincoln Birthplace National Historical Site. Located atop a hill above the
sheltered Sinking Springs, and accessible by a climb of 56 steps that signify the
honored man’s brief lifespan, yet interminable on a hot, humid summer day, stands
an opulent marble and granite edifice adorned with Doric columns. Inside the
building, residing in air-condi-tioned comfort, is a simple log cabin, constructed of
white oak beams, that may or may not be the building in which Abraham
Lincoln was born. This diminutive, crude structure, hardly bigger than a shed,
pro-jects such a strong image of humility and reverence that the authenticity of the
materials does not seem to matter much.

Several hundred miles north and west of Hodgenville, near a com-bined
section of Illinois Routes 97 and 123 south of Petersburg, stands the New Salem
State Historical Site. This park, an oasis of green stillness close to the
Sangamon River, contains original site reconstruc-tions of the log homes, stores,
mills and shops that were present when Abraham Lincoln lived, worked, and
studied there from 1831 to 1837. During this time Lincoln gained his reputation
for honesty, industry, and conviction. A welcomed member of the community,
he helped neighbors, split rails, and soundly defeated challengers in wrestling
contests. At the Rutledge tavern where the young Lincoln swapped stories and
read law books, he became acquainted and fell deeply in love with the owner’s
daughter, Ann.

Less than a hundred miles east of New Salem, near Charleston, Illinois, is
the Lincoln Log Cabin State Historical Site. On the grounds is a reconstruction of
the two-room log home occupied by Lincoln’s father, Thomas, and his
step-mother, Sarah, in 1840, and frequently visited by Abraham until he left for
his inauguration in 1861. During those twenty years Lincoln’s career, from a
circuit-riding lawyer to a largely unsuccessful candidate for various offices,
moved slowly and haltingly before the presidential election of 1860. It was there
that the son’s gradual transformation from a provincial backwoodsman to a
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Part One

A New Lincoln Image
Report on an Unusual Study

Claude N. Frechette, M.D.

American Hospital of Paris
Neuilly, France

Introduction

In 1987, a print of an exceptionally high-quality, 19th-century da-
guerreotype of a robust, confident-looking, and smartly dressed young
man was brought to my office in Paris on, interestingly, Lincoln’s
birthday, February 12. The owner of the daguerreotype, which had
been purchased from a gallery in New York City in 1977, was Mr.
Albert Kaplan, an American then residing in Paris. Mr. Kaplan was
convinced, after years of personal research, that the young man pictured
in the daguerreotype was Abraham Lincoln. He had sought me out to
subject his conviction to the science of my medical specialty.

This daguerreotype, referred to as the Kaplan, dates from the early
1840s [1,2,3,4]. Bom in 1809, Lincoln would have been in his early
30s. Hitherto, the earliest known photographic portrait of Abraham
Lincoln, known as the Meserve #1, was made in 1848 when Lincoln
was 39 years old (Figure 1) [5].

Numerous accounts have revealed that Lincoln underwent a dra-
matic change in his physical appearance beginning in January 1841 as a
result of a grave emotional crisis [6]. This coincides with his reported
failure to go through with his scheduled marriage to Mary Todd, leav-
ing her literally waiting for him at the altar. (They were married the
following year.) This emotional crisis, just one of a series of such
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Figure 1

Abraham Lincoln as photographed in 1848
(Meserve #1)

episodes to plague him throughout his life, was the cause of Lincoln
losing a considerable amount of weight [7].

Young Lincoln was known to be muscular and extremely powerful
[8]. The older Lincoln was much thinner, and also prematurely aged by
personal problems and the responsibility and anguish of the office he
held during perhaps the greatest crisis the United States has ever under-
gone [9].

As a plastic and reconstructive surgeon, I examined the Kaplan
based on my professional understanding of facial structure and aging.
The most objective approach in examining a century-and-a-half old
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Part Two

Artifact Description of Kaplan
Daguerreotype

Grant B. Romer, Conservator

George Eastinan House
Rochester, NY

On February 12, 1980, I examined, conserved, and documented the
sixth-plate cased daguerreotype portrait believed by Mr. Albert Kaplan
to be of Abraham Lincoln. Mr. Kaplan purchased this image from the
stock of the Witkin Gallery in New York. The Witkin Gallery had
made no identification of the subject, nor gave any information on its
origins when asked by Mr. Kaplan. Mr. Kaplan carefully preserved the
daguerreotype in the condition he had received it.

The way in which the Witkin Gallery acquired this item may not be
recorded. Such galleries usually acquire groups of daguerreotypes for
resale from dealers in photographica. Such dealers gather collections
of stock from a variety of other dealers or “pickers”, who rarely record
the details of purchase. The field is notoriously lax in recording or
transmitting information as to provenance of daguerreotypes of all lev-
els of value and importance. Typically, daguerreotype collections are
made up of items from many different regional sources, and frequently
are separated from related, informative materials. Efforts to trace the
original source of this daguerreotype are unlikely to be successful.

In the interest of gaining more information, either positive or nega-
tive, in determining the identity of the subject, its date or production, its
maker, etc., and creating proper documentation of any intervention, Mr
Kaplan requested that someone properly qualified at the International
Museum of Photography at George Eastman House make that examina-
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tion and documentation. The task was given to me as both Conservator
and historian of American daguerrean production. The examination
and documentation were made in concert with my then assistant, Mr.
Peter Mustardo. My findings and actions on that day were as follows:

Examination Report

The image is housed in a dark brown “Turkey” leather covered
wooden case. The front cover bears a shallow embossed abstracted
floral design. The rear cover is without decoration, with four bevelled
sides. There is fingernail abrasion damage to the leather exposing the
wooden interior structure to the right of the closure hook. The interior
of the front cover has a purple silk-covered cushion. This cushion has
faded and spotted in the areas which have been in contact with the
cover glass. The rear cover holds the plate package, which apparently
consists of a cover glass, gilded octagonal opening mat, and image
bearing plate. There is no “Preserver” binding frame. The case is in
remarkably good condition. The case was obviously carefully stored
and handled throughout its history. The entire case and framing pack-
age is typical of American daguerreotype productions of the 1840s and
there is no evident reason to doubt that the total package configuration
is anything other than original.

Plate package in case as presented
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The plate has clipped corners to keep the plate from catching on the
polishing buff, otherwise it is undistorted. The polishing marks are
horizontal to the image axis as was standard practice.

The tarnish formation clearly indicates that the overmat is original to
the plate. Indeed, I see no reason to doubt the entire package is original
except for the seal.

The plate was photographed in black and white, and color transpar-
encies, and immediately archivally re-sealed.

The image of the daguerreotype is laterally inverted as is typical
with most daguerreotypes. In order to view the image as one would
have viewed the subject in life it is necessary to reverse the negative
during the process of making a modern print. Both Meserve #1 and the
Kaplan daguerreotype should be reversed to permit the viewer to corre-
late these images with the later non-reversed life images of Lincoln.

Conclusion

From interior and exterior evidence, I conclude that this daguerreo-
type is an entirely American product made prior to 1845. The style of
case, plate housing, sitter’s dress, and hair style suggest an earlier rather
than later 1840’s date. The style of the posing and lighting in combina-
tion with the fine attire of the sitter suggest an urban rather than rural
origin. The technical quality of the daguerreotype is very fine and
above average for the period. No physical evidence in the form of an
inscription, label, or stamp, beyond those above noted, is present.

For further information, contact:

Grant B. Romer, Conservator

International Museum of Photography and Film
George Eastman House

900 East Avenue

Rochester, NY 14607-2298
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