
union cases a collectors guide to the
art of americas first plastics

union cases a collectors guide to the art of americas first plastics presents
an in-depth exploration of one of the most fascinating and collectible
categories in vintage American design. Union cases, crafted primarily from
early plastics such as celluloid, represent a unique fusion of artistry,
craftsmanship, and industrial innovation from the late 19th to early 20th
centuries. This guide delves into the history, materials, and design elements
that define these exquisite pieces, offering collectors and enthusiasts
valuable insights into their origins and significance. By understanding the
evolution of America's first plastics and the artistry behind union cases,
collectors can better appreciate their rarity and value. This article covers
essential aspects such as identifying authentic union cases, notable
manufacturers, and tips for building a distinguished collection. The
following table of contents outlines the key topics to be discussed.
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History and Origins of Union Cases

Union cases emerged in the United States during the late 19th century as a
response to the growing demand for durable and aesthetically pleasing
containers for photographs and other small valuables. These cases were
primarily designed to house daguerreotypes, ambrotypes, and later, tintypes,
serving both protective and decorative functions. The name "union case"
derives from the union of different materials and innovative plastic
compounds used in their construction. This period marked a significant
transition from wooden and metal cases to early plastics, reflecting
advancements in American manufacturing and material science.

The Rise of Photography and Demand for Cases

With the popularization of photography in the mid-1800s, there was a need for
protective cases that could safeguard fragile photographic plates. Union
cases quickly became popular due to their resilience and ability to be
intricately decorated. Their introduction coincided with the rise of the
American middle class, which fueled demand for affordable yet elegant
personal items.



Timeline of Union Case Production

The production of union cases peaked between the 1850s and early 1900s.
Initially, these cases incorporated natural materials but soon transitioned
to early plastics such as celluloid and composition materials. The decline of
union case production began in the early 20th century as photographic
technology evolved and new packaging methods emerged.

Materials and Manufacturing Techniques

Understanding the materials and manufacturing processes behind union cases is
essential for collectors seeking to authenticate and evaluate these
artifacts. Early American plastics, often referred to as "America's first
plastics," were groundbreaking materials that allowed for mass production and
detailed artistry.

Celluloid and Early Plastics

Celluloid, invented in the mid-19th century, was the first commercially
viable plastic and became the primary material for union cases. It was made
by combining nitrocellulose with camphor and other additives to produce a
moldable substance. This innovation allowed manufacturers to create intricate
designs that mimicked expensive materials like ivory and tortoiseshell at a
fraction of the cost.

Manufacturing Processes

Union cases were typically produced through molding techniques that involved
pressing the plastic compound into detailed molds. This process enabled the
creation of elaborate relief patterns, floral motifs, and geometric designs.
Hand finishing was also common, with artisans adding paint, gilt, or other
embellishments to enhance the visual appeal.

Composition Materials

Besides celluloid, some union cases utilized a blend of materials known as
composition, which combined early plastics with fillers such as sawdust or
shellac. This mixture provided strength and allowed for unique textures and
finishes.

Design Styles and Artistic Elements

The artistic merit of union cases lies in their diverse design styles, which
reflect both Victorian sensibilities and early American decorative arts.
Collectors often seek pieces that showcase elaborate craftsmanship and
historical motifs.



Victorian Influence

Many union cases feature Victorian-era design elements such as intricate
floral patterns, scrollwork, and romantic symbolism. These motifs were meant
to evoke elegance and refinement, making the cases desirable as personal
keepsakes and gifts.

Geometric and Art Nouveau Styles

As design trends evolved, union cases began incorporating geometric patterns
and the flowing lines characteristic of the Art Nouveau movement. These
styles added variety and modernity to the traditional forms, appealing to a
broader audience.

Common Decorative Techniques

The decoration of union cases included a variety of techniques:

Embossing and relief molding to create raised patterns

Hand-painted accents using enamel or gilt

Use of inlays and simulated materials such as faux tortoiseshell

Polishing to achieve a glossy, smooth finish

Notable Makers and Brands

The production of union cases involved several prominent American
manufacturers who contributed to the art and innovation of early plastics.
Identifying these makers is crucial for collectors aiming to verify
authenticity and provenance.

Union Case Manufacturing Companies

Among the key producers were companies that specialized in celluloid
manufacturing and decorative case production. These firms often held patents
and trademarks that can assist in dating and attributing union cases.

Patent Marks and Identification

Many union cases bear patent numbers, maker’s marks, or logos impressed into
the plastic or stamped on metal components. Understanding these marks helps
collectors trace the item's origin and production period. Some marks are
subtle and require close examination under magnification.



Collecting Tips and Authentication

Collecting union cases demands a discerning eye and familiarity with
materials, marks, and historical context. This section offers guidance on
building a credible and valuable collection.

Identifying Authentic Union Cases

Authenticity can be verified by examining the material quality, design
intricacy, and maker’s marks. Genuine union cases exhibit consistent molding,
clear patent information, and wear patterns consistent with age. Be cautious
of reproductions made from modern plastics that lack the distinctive
characteristics of early materials.

Evaluating Condition and Rarity

Condition is a critical factor in union case collecting. Collectors
prioritize cases with minimal cracks, chips, or discoloration. Rarity is
influenced by factors such as unique design, limited production runs, and
association with notable makers.

Building a Thematic Collection

Collectors may focus on specific themes such as Victorian floral designs, Art
Nouveau styles, or cases by certain manufacturers. Documenting provenance and
maintaining detailed records enhances the collection's value and historical
significance.

Care and Preservation of Union Cases

Proper care is essential to preserve the beauty and structural integrity of
union cases, especially given the fragility of early plastics. This section
outlines best practices for storage and maintenance.

Storage Recommendations

Union cases should be stored in stable environments with controlled
temperature and humidity levels to prevent warping or deterioration. Avoid
exposure to direct sunlight, which can cause fading and brittleness.

Cleaning and Handling

Gentle cleaning with a soft, dry cloth is recommended to remove dust. Harsh
chemicals or abrasive materials should be avoided to prevent damage to the
surface and decorative elements. Handling should be done with clean hands or
gloves to minimize oils and dirt transfer.



Restoration Considerations

Restoration should be approached cautiously and performed by professionals
familiar with early plastics. Improper repairs can reduce value and cause
irreversible harm.

Frequently Asked Questions

What is 'Union Cases: A Collector's Guide to the Art
of America's First Plastics' about?

It is a comprehensive guide that explores the history, artistry, and
collectible aspects of Union Cases, early American decorative objects made
from cellulose nitrate plastic, often used for picture frames and small
boxes.

Who would benefit from reading 'Union Cases: A
Collector's Guide to the Art of America's First
Plastics'?

Collectors, historians, antique dealers, and enthusiasts of early plastics
and American decorative arts would find this guide particularly valuable for
identifying, dating, and understanding Union Cases.

What time period do Union Cases primarily come from?

Union Cases were primarily produced in the late 19th and early 20th
centuries, roughly between the 1880s and 1920s, during the early development
of plastic materials in America.

What materials are Union Cases made from?

Union Cases are typically made from cellulose nitrate, one of the first
synthetic plastics, known for its ability to be molded into intricate designs
and its resemblance to natural materials like tortoiseshell.

How does the book help collectors identify authentic
Union Cases?

The guide provides detailed descriptions, photographs, maker marks, and
historical context that help collectors distinguish genuine Union Cases from
reproductions or other similar decorative items.

Are Union Cases considered valuable collectibles
today?

Yes, Union Cases are considered valuable due to their historical
significance, artistic craftsmanship, and rarity, making them sought-after
items among collectors of early plastics and American antiques.



Does the guide include information on the
manufacturing process of Union Cases?

Yes, the book covers the manufacturing techniques used to produce Union
Cases, including the molding processes and materials technology of early
American plastics.

Can 'Union Cases: A Collector's Guide to the Art of
America's First Plastics' help in appraising Union
Cases?

Absolutely, the guide offers insights into market values, condition grading,
and factors that influence the appraisal of Union Cases, aiding collectors
and appraisers in determining their worth.

Additional Resources
1. Union Cases: A Comprehensive Guide to Labor Law Precedents
This book offers an in-depth analysis of landmark union cases that have
shaped labor law in the United States. It covers significant court decisions,
legal principles, and their impacts on workers' rights and union activities.
The guide is ideal for legal professionals, union leaders, and students
interested in labor relations.

2. A Collector’s Guide to the Art of America’s First Plastics
This guide explores the fascinating world of early American plastics,
including Bakelite, Catalin, and Celluloid. It provides detailed information
on identifying, dating, and valuing collectible plastic art and jewelry from
the early 20th century. Richly illustrated, the book is a must-have for
collectors and enthusiasts of vintage plastics.

3. Landmark Union Cases: Legal Battles That Changed the Workplace
Focusing on pivotal union cases, this book examines how these legal battles
have transformed workplace policies and labor rights. It presents case
studies along with historical context and analysis of judicial reasoning.
Readers gain insight into the evolution of collective bargaining and workers’
protections.

4. Early American Plastics: Identification and Value Guide
This practical guide helps collectors identify early plastic materials used
in American decorative arts and consumer goods. It includes photographs,
manufacturer histories, and market trends to assist collectors in making
informed acquisitions. The book also discusses restoration and preservation
techniques for fragile plastics.

5. Union Law and Worker Advocacy: Cases and Commentary
Designed for both practitioners and students, this book provides a thorough
review of union-related legal cases along with expert commentary. It covers
topics such as collective bargaining, unfair labor practices, and arbitration
outcomes. The text aims to enhance understanding of the dynamic between
unions, employers, and the law.

6. The Art and History of Bakelite: America’s First Synthetic Plastic
This volume delves into the cultural and artistic significance of Bakelite in
American history. It traces its invention, industrial applications, and rise
as a popular material for jewelry and household items. The book features



profiles of notable designers and tips for collecting authentic Bakelite
pieces.

7. Union Cases in the Supreme Court: Defining Workers’ Rights
This book provides an analysis of key Supreme Court decisions involving
unions and labor rights. It highlights how these rulings have influenced
labor law, union power, and employment practices. The collection includes
summaries and critical perspectives on the Court’s evolving stance on union
issues.

8. Collecting Early Plastics: A Guide to American and European Materials
Offering a broader scope beyond America, this guide compares early plastic
materials and designs from both American and European origins. It includes
historical background, identification tips, and market advice for collectors
of vintage plastic objects. The book serves as an essential resource for
international plastic art collectors.

9. The Intersection of Labor Law and Industrial Art: Union Cases and Early
Plastics
This unique title explores the relationship between labor movements and the
rise of industrial art, including early plastics manufacturing. It discusses
how union cases impacted factory conditions and production methods for
plastics and other materials. The book provides a multidisciplinary
perspective combining legal history and art collecting.
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