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ABSTRACT 
 
 
This dissertation approaches the use of photography within the context of nineteenth-century 

fine and decorative arts in Great Britain, with a specific focus on the Arts and Crafts 

Movement. The use of photography in the field of British fine arts has been thoroughly 

researched. By contrast, the use of photography to design the decorative arts has remained 

largely unexplored. This essay explores the use of photography within the context of Pre-

Raphaelitism, Aestheticism and the Arts and Crafts Movement aiming to provide connections 

between photography and the work of designers in order to prove that photography was used 

as a source of inspiration in the design process of the decorative arts. This essay provides a 

case study based on the collection of the Silver Studio, a design studio based in London and 

created by Arthur Silver in the 1880s to produce designs for home decoration intended for 

commercial manufacture. 
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INTRODUCTION 

 

During the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries, photography was frequently used 

as a helpful instrument for artists in the field of British fine arts1. However, little is known about 

the use of photography by designers within the Arts and Crafts Movement, particularly as a 

source of inspiration. There are visual resemblances between photographic flower studies 

and designs intended to decorate the domestic interiors. Nevertheless, despite the 

similarities, the influence of photography in the process of designing the decorative arts in 

Great Britain has not been demonstrated. 

 
A strict division was traditionally made by the Royal Academy between the fine arts (painting, 

sculpture and architecture) and the arts of lesser importance, the decorative arts (artisan 

crafts)2. While the use of photography within the field of the fine arts has been thoroughly 

researched, the use of photography within the context of the decorative arts has gone 

unnoticed and it is still largely unexplored. 

 
Soon after the invention of the new medium of photography in 1839, many artists and painters 

began using it as part of their creative processes, as seen in David Octavius Hill’s 

masterpiece ‘The First General Assembly of the Free Church of Scotland signing the Act of 

Separation and Deed of Demission on 23rd May 1843’ (1843-1866), which is considered to 

be the first painting to use photography3. A total of 457 figures appear in the scene, and the 

474 ministers who had seceded from the Church of Scotland were previously photographed 

in order to aid the painting. 

 

The ability of photography to reproduce the world with accuracy and unimaginable rapidity 

was quickly embraced by artists and painters. Photography became a crucial tool for 

observing nature with precision, the same precision that Pre-Raphaelite painters aimed to 

achieve, following Ruskin’s advice. For Pre-Raphaelite painters, however, photography was 

both at the same time, a useful instrument and an unreliable guide. Aestheticist artists instead 

embraced the invention as a helpful tool to aid their paintings, and in turn, photographers 

began to integrate pictorial elements in an effort to stablish photography as a new fine art4. 

 

                                                      
1- See, for instance: M. Bartram, The Pre-Raphaelite Camera. Aspects of Victorian Photography (London: 
Weidenfeld and Nicolson, 1985); and D. Waggoner, et al., The Pre-Raphaelite Lens: British Photography 
and Painting, 1848-1875 (Washington: National Gallery of Art, 2010). 
2- S. Calloway (ed.); L. Federle Orr; E. Whittaker, The Cult of Beauty. The Victorian Avant-Garde 1860-1900 
(London: V&A Publishing, 2011), pp. 30-31. 
3- University of Glasgow, Special Collections, ‘The Disruption Picture’, 
 http://www.gla.ac.uk/services/specialcollections/collectionsa-z/hilladamson/disruptionpicture/ 
[accessed: July 2015]. 
4- Waggoner, et al., The Pre-Raphaelite Lens, pp. 2-3. 
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Although the relationship between photography and the fine arts during the early stages of 

the medium has been broadly researched in other countries, it has not been deeply explored 

in Great Britain. This is precisely the purpose of the exhibition that has underpinned this 

project. The opportunity of working at Tate Britain’s Curatorial Department conducting 

research for the forthcoming exhibition on the interaction between British photography and 

art has identified this particular area of research that needs to be further explored: the use of 

photography within the context of the Arts and Crafts Movement. 

 

Tate’s show aims to be the first major exhibition in Britain to widely approach the association 

between photography and the fine arts, providing demonstrable connections between works 

of art and photographs with a broad scope, embracing painting, sculpture and photography, 

from the invention of the medium to the introduction of colour photography in the 1900s. The 

exhibition will combine rarely seen pieces by artists and photographers with world-renowned 

masters such as John Everett Millais (1829-1896), Dante Gabriel Rossetti (1828-1882), John 

Ruskin (1819-1900), Roger Fenton (1819-1869), Julia Margaret Cameron (1815-1879), 

William Henry Fox Talbot (1800-1877) and David Octavius Hill (1802-1870) and Robert 

Adamson (1821-1848). 

 

Tate’s exhibition demonstrates the renewed interest in the complex and rewarding dialog 

generated by the interaction between artists and photographers. Following this same 

direction, this dissertation precisely aims to go a step further by examining the relationship 

between art and photography from the particular perspective of the Arts and Crafts 

Movement. Specifically, this essay attempts to provide connections between photography 

and the work of designers in order to prove that photography was not only used in the context 

of the fine arts, but also in the field of the decorative arts, as a source of inspiration for 

designers. 

 

In order to accomplish this objective, this dissertation will analyse the photographic sources 

from the Silver Studio collection, a design studio created by Arthur Silver (1853-1896) in West 

London in 1880 with the purpose of producing designs, mainly for wallpapers and fabrics, 

intended for commercial manufacture5. Between 1885 and 1910, The Silver Studio sold 

thousands of designs in Britain, Europe and the United States, becoming Britain’s largest 

studio to industrialise designs for domestic use6. The designers of the Silver Studio used any 

kind of inspirational material, from books to magazines, objects from the South Kensington 

Museum, and photographs. 

 

                                                      
5- M. Turner; L. Hoskins; J. Kinchin; W. Ruddick, Art Nouveau Designs from the Silver Studio collection 
(London: Middlesex Polytechnic London, 1986), p. 9. 
6- Ídem. 
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The Studio was created as a result of the widespread interest in the decorative arts and 

domestic decoration that followed the development of the Arts and Crafts Movement, started 

in the 1860s by William Morris (1834-1896), one of England’s most influential designers, and 

other proponents of the Aesthetic Movement. Despite the high price of hand-made goods 

produced by Morris & Co., the interest in the decorative arts kept growing, and thus, the great 

success of the Silver Studio. Arthur Silver used the same kind of designs and sources as 

William Morris, but without regard for the Arts & Crafts Movement’s principles, which were 

highly opposed to industrial manufacture7. 

 

By the time the Silver Studio was created and as a result of the growing demand for a variety 

of patterns, many designers and institutions concerned with the production and 

commercialisation of British textiles began to appear8. However, this essay will only focus on 

the Silver Studio, as its collection demonstrates that photography served as a source of 

inspiration in the process of design. 

 

This dissertation will approach the subject in one single direction, analysing artists and 

designers who used photography, but not the opposite. The study will begin examining 

photography within the context of Pre-Raphaelitism, providing some specific examples of the 

use of photography by John Ruskin and John Everett Millais. The second chapter will focus 

on Aestheticism and the Arts and Crafts Movement, analysing the use of photography by 

Dante Gabriel Rossetti and other Aestheticist artists to aid the painting process and produce 

photographic reproductions of works of art. This same chapter will analyse the use of 

photography by William Morris to develop the Kelmscott Press, as well as the use of 

photography within the context of the Arts and Crafts houses. The last chapter will look at 

the use of photography as a source of inspiration for designers and the industrialisation of 

the arts and crafts through a case study based on the collection of the Silver Studio. This last 

chapter will also develop the fashionable tastes of French textile manufactures, the spread 

of Japonisme and the blossoming of the Art Nouveau. 

 

This structure will allow the essay to approach the relationship between photography and the 

British fine and decorative arts, from the early 1840s to the 1900s, using the observation and 

representation of nature as the interlocking element. Nature will be the thread that runs 

through the entire dissertation, from the invention of photography, to the close observation 

of nature by Ruskin and the Pre-Raphaelites, the idealisation of nature by Aestheticists and 

the Arts and Crafts Movement, and the final distribution of nature elements through industrial 

commercialisation and mass-production. 

                                                      
7- Turner, et al., Art Nouveau Designs from the Silver Studio collection, p. 15. 
8- L. Parry (ed.), Textiles of the Arts and Crafts Movement (London: Thames and Hudson, 1988), 117-153. 
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1. Ruskin, Pre-Raphaelitism and Photography 

 

This chapter will briefly outline the use of photography by John Ruskin (1819-1900), the 

eminent English art critic, and the Pre-Raphaelite painter John Everett Millais (1829-1896), 

in order to approach the connections between photography and the reproduction of nature 

within the context of Pre-Raphaelitism, as nature will be a key element in Aestheticism and 

the Arts and Crafts Movement. 

 

With the invention of photography in 1839, a new way to record the world was discovered. 

As Talbot stated in his book The Pencil of Nature (1844-1846), photography was the new 

way to draw with the ‘mere action of Light upon sensitive paper’9, but it would take decades 

until this new way to draw would be considered art. Objects were reproduced by the action 

of light, ‘impressed by Nature’s hand’10, which meant that no human subjectivity intervened 

in the process. Therefore, photography could not be considered art. During the early years 

of the medium, photography was mainly regarded as a scientific tool with useful applications; 

one of them, being its ability to aid the process of painting. 

 

The ability to reproduce nature with great precision and speed was what most fascinated 

John Ruskin. He began his career at the same time photography was invented. His writings 

were crucial for developing the Pre-Raphaelites, a group of young British artists united in 

their opposition to the conventions of the Royal Academy. The Pre-Raphaelite Brotherhood, 

as they called themselves, was founded in 1848 by John Everett Millais, Dante Gabriel 

Rossetti and William Holman Hunt (1827-1910). 

 

They sought nothing less than to return to the art that preceded Raphael, the renowned 

painter and architect of the Italian Renaissance. Rejecting the Academy’s rules, which 

encouraged to copy ancient master-pieces, Pre-Raphaelites observed nature directly, 

reproducing their subjects with brilliant colours and complex compositions, contrary to the 

idealized forms of Raphael11. Like Pre-Raphaelites, Ruskin declared himself against the 

Academy and encouraged young artists to go to nature to explore sources directly12. 

 

At the same time, photography emerged as the most innovative tool to observe nature in 

detail, although using a monochromatic tonal range. Both features were, however, very close 

to Ruskin’s principles, which aimed to keep palettes of quiet colours such as greys and 

                                                      
9- W.H.F. Talbot, The Pencil of Nature (London: Longman, Brown, Green and Longmans, 1844), Introductory 
Remarks. 
10- Talbot, The Pencil of Nature, Introductory Remarks. 
11- Waggoner, et al., The Pre-Raphaelite Lens, p. 3. 
12- Ídem., pp. 20-21. 
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browns13 and to achieve visual truth through nature observation. Paintings should depict 

nature with the same striking precision. 

 

In October 1845, in a letter to his father, Ruskin wrote that 'among all the mechanical poison 

that this terrible 19th century has poured upon men it has given us at any rate one antidote   

-the daguerreotype. It's a most blessed invention that's what it is'14. 

 

As Tim Barringer states, photography was for Ruskin a modern instrument that enabled him 

to keep record of the world and of nature with accuracy and in a short period of time15. 

However, according to Harvey16, he had changed his perspective about photography over 

time. During the early years, he embraced it enthusiastically and started commissioning and 

acquiring photographs himself. Twenty years later, photography was just an automated 

process that aided the painter to closely observe nature17. 

 

For Ruskin, photography could never aim to be something more than that because art could 

never be produced mechanically. The subjectivity of artists who painted after the individual 

observation of nature could never be found on photography. Additionally, as many other 

artists and painters mentioned below, he associated photography with the technological 

revolution and industrial process that was taking place in England and which would 

eventually destroy nature18. 

 

However, despite this changing of attitude towards the medium, photography proved to be 

of great service for Ruskin for so long. From the first moment he discovered photography, 

which appears to be around 1841, Ruskin acquired his own daguerreotype equipment and 

took it with him on a tour through France, Italy and Switzerland. In 1849 he painted his 

celebrated watercolour of the largest glacier in France, ‘Mer de Glace’, in Chamonix, with the 

aid of the daguerreotype made by John Hobbs, Ruskin's valet. 

 

Ruskin himself did not produce the daguerreotypes. The arduous task of getting involved in 

the complex chemical process and carrying the daguerreotype box containing copper plates, 

bottles of mercury and other chemicals was left to Ruskin’s valets, Frederick Crawley and 

John Hobbs. Although he might have made some daguerreotypes by himself, he used to just 

‘direct’ the process19. 

                                                      
13- Waggoner, et al., The Pre-Raphaelite Lens, pp. 20-21. 
14- John Ruskin to John James Ruskin, October 15, 1845, in M. Harvey, ‘Ruskin and Photography’, in Oxford 
Art Journal, Vol. 7, No. 2, Photography (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1984), p. 25. 
15- Waggoner, et al., The Pre-Raphaelite Lens, p. 18. 
16- Harvey, ‘Ruskin and Photography’, p. 31. 
17- Ídem. 
18- Ídem. 
19- Ídem., p. 26. 
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Over time, Ruskin amassed a large collection of daguerreotypes that were either purchased 

by himself or taken by his valets. However, he did not became aware of the potential use of 

photography until he was in Venice studying architecture. By that time, the city was under 

Austrian domination, and he was concerned about the destruction of many great monuments. 

He thought of making drawings as a record, but drawings had not enough accuracy and they 

often took a lot of time. Therefore, using photography would be the quickest and most efficient 

solution to record architectural masterpieces before they might be destroyed20. 

 

During his stay in Venice, in the winter and spring of 1849-1850 and 1851-1852, he bought 

and commissioned calotypes and daguerreotypes of Gothic architecture, intended to 

accompany The Stones of Venice, a three-volume book on Venetian architecture. After the 

first volume was published, he admitted: 'I have used the help of the daguerreotype without 

scruple in completing many of the mezzo tinted subjects'21. 

 

Although he just published three volumes, he maintained his interest in using photography 

to record the entire city. For a long time, he commissioned photographs of buildings and 

architectural details for his sketches. In 1871 he directed the photographs taken in Venice 

for the St. George's Museum, in Sheffield, founded by Ruskin in 187522. 

 

Although Ruskin did not encourage painters to use photography, there was a rich correlation 

between photography and Pre-Raphaelite painting. However, both disciplines seemed to be 

two different sides of the same coin. They were intrinsically contradictory, but they both 

shared the same vision and goal, aiming to achieve visual truth first and foremost23, and 

faced the same dilemma of which of the disciplines would eventually achieve it. 

  

Talbot was determined to take up the challenge and wrote in The Pencil of Nature that 

photography had the ability to reproduce ‘[…] a multitude of minute details which add to the 

truth and reality of the representation, but which no artist would take the trouble to copy 

faithfully from nature’24. 

 

However, Pre-Raphaelite painters soon demonstrated their ability to reproduce nature with 

the same precision as photographers, as seen in John Everett Millais’s works. From among 

the members of the Pre-Raphaelite Brotherhood, Millais is the one who best represented this 

‘truth to nature’, while having a close connection with photography. 

                                                      
20- Harvey, ‘Ruskin and Photography’, p. 27. 
21- Ídem., p. 26. 
22- Ídem., p. 27. 
23- Waggoner, et al., The Pre-Raphaelite Lens, p. 4. 
24- Talbot, The Pencil of Nature, Plate X: The Haystack. 
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Despite the photographic resemblances found in Millais’s The Woodsman’s Daughter (1850-

1851), the use of photography in this painting has not been proved. According to Tim 

Barringer25, behind the figure of the forester, the focus becomes softer as in a photograph, 

and for Lindsay Smith, who approaches the painting from a theoretical perspective, there is 

a photographic discourse behind the ‘perceptual aberrations’ produced by the depth of field, 

imitating the Victorian optical practice of stereoscopy26. 

 

According to her, the stereoscopic visual effect is produced by the three-dimensional 

treatment of the two children, probably as a result of the repainting of the girl’s head, arms, 

boots and parts of the frock in 188627. Additionally, for this painting, Millais bought real 

strawberries and props28, which suggests that he sought the same photographic realistic 

effect of ‘having been there’. He also reproduced children in a forest, which was a common 

practice among photographers.  

 

However, another Millais’s painting provides a clue to Millais’s acquaintance of photography. 

His portrait of Ruskin, commissioned by the art critic and painted between 1853 and 1854, 

depicts Ruskin standing in a rock, surrounded by running water, weeds and moss, and 

looking down the stream. In the painting, Millais used the effect of foamy water, which had 

not been painted before, as it was only known through photography29. 

 

Over the years, Millais began to rely more upon photographs, usually supplied by Rupert 

Potter (1832-1914), lawyer and amateur photographer, father of the renowned children’s 

book author and illustrator Beatrix Potter. He also used to take photographs of Millais’s 

paintings, as seen in the collections held by the Aberdeen Art Gallery & Museums, in 

Aberdeen30, which offers an insight into Millais’s painting process. 

 

To cite an example of this, a Potter’s photograph of An Idyll: 1745 reveals the changes in the 

figure of the boy standing by the tree. In the photograph, he appears propped against the 

tree’s stout branch. Additionally, research has proved that Millais based his painting on a 

                                                      
25- Waggoner, et al., The Pre-Raphaelite Lens, p. 27. 
26- L. Smith, ‘The elusive Depth of Field: Stereoscopy and the Pre-Raphaelites’, in M.R. Pointon, Pre-
Raphaelites re-viewed (New York: Manchester University Press, 1989), pp. 83-99. 
27- M.H. Spielman, Millais and His Works (London: William Blackwood and Sons, 1898), p. 89. 
28- J.G. Millais, The life and letters of Sir John Everett Millais, Vol. 1 (London: Methuen & Co., 1899), pp. 
109-112. 
29- Waggoner, et al., The Pre-Raphaelite Lens, p. 24. 
30- Aberdeen Art Gallery & Museums, Rupert Potter (search), 
http://www.aagm.co.uk/TheCollections/BasicSearch.aspx?doSearch=y&Artists=rupert+potter&Title=&chat
=&pg=2 [accessed: June 2015]. 
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photograph portraying the boy dressed in period costume, propped against a bedstead with 

a pillow for comfort and playing his instrument, exactly as in the painting31. 

 

To conclude, this chapter has briefly outlined the use of photography by painters within the 

context of Pre-Raphaelitism, focusing on Ruskin and Millais. This has provided proof that 

photography was indeed a useful instrument that helped painters to reproduce nature with 

striking precision, despite their reluctance to embrace one of the most innovative 

technological inventions of the century. 

  

                                                      
31- K. Faulkner, ‘The Tale of Rupert Potter and Mr. Millais the Popular Painter’ (MA dissertation), in ‘Research 
Groups and Projects. Collecting and the Courtauld Collections’ (London: The Courtauld Institute of Art, 2008-
2009), http://www.courtauld.ac.uk/researchforum/projects/collecting-collections/2009.shtml 
[accessed: July 2015]. 
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2. Photography, Aestheticism and the Arts and Craft s Movement 

 

This chapter aims to approach the shift from Pre-Raphaelitism’s ‘truth to nature’ to the 

idealisation of nature and beauty promoted by the new emerging Aesthetic Movement and 

further embraced by the subsequent development of the notion of the ‘House Beautiful’ and 

the Arts and Crafts Movement. Additionally, this chapter will analyse the use of photography 

within this context of Aestheticism and decorative arts, particularly around the Arts and Crafts 

houses, in order to determine whether or not photography was used as a source of inspiration 

in the design of natural ornamentation. 

 
Rejecting industrial production and technology, as Pre-Raphaelites, the Aesthetic Movement 

was initiated by a group of artists and designers around the 1860s. Among them, Dante 

Gabriel Rossetti and his Pre-Raphaelite followers William Morris and Edward Burne-Jones 

(1833-1898), as well as James McNeill Whistler (1834-1903), Frederic Leighton (1830-1896) 

and G.F. Watts (1817-1904). The movement rapidly gained a wide range of adepts including 

painters, architects, designers, writers and critics, such as Oscar Wilde (1854-1900), to 

whom we own the notion of the ‘House Beautiful’, and architects and designers such as Philip 

Webb (1831-1915), Christopher Dresser (1834-1904) and E.W. Godwin (1833-1886)32. 

 

They proclaimed beauty in both art and ordinary life. The roots of the movement lay in the 

reaction to the industrialization that was taking place in Victorian Britain and to the ugliness 

resulted from mass-production. Like Pre-Raphaelites, Aestheticists rejected the Academy’s 

rules regarding the old masters aiming to find a new ideal of beauty. The movement was 

based on the conviction that art should only be concerned with beauty, and should not be 

related to morality or religion.  

 

Artists used a broad and eclectic range of sources from a variety of styles and periods. They 

found as much inspiration in Renaissance and old masters paintings as in Greek sculptures 

such as the Elgin Marbles or the newly discovered Tanagra terracotta figurines in Greece33. 

Aestheticists often incorporated historic and exotic elements, coupled with a prominent use 

of nature and Oriental art, particularly from Japan. 

 

The latter was the most influential source, as a result of the idealized belief that Japanese 

people lived life in harmony with nature and beauty34. Aestheticists were often ridiculed for 

their ‘enthusiasm for the curious appeal of “pale lilies”, sunflowers, peacock feathers, fragile 

                                                      
32- Calloway (ed.), The Cult of Beauty, pp. 11-15. 
33- Ídem., p. 29. 
34- Ídem., p. 110. 
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blue-and-white China and Japanese fans’35. As seen in Frederic Leighton’s Pavonia (1858; 

Fig. 1), peacock feathers became indeed the most used motif within Aesthetic circles, as 

further detailed below. 

 

The growing interest in the ideal beauty was paralleled with the development of a new 

movement that would revolutionise the design and manufacture of home decoration. Against 

the strict division previously mentioned between the fine and the decorative arts, Aesthetic 

ideals were rapidly transferred to the minor arts and applied to home interior decoration. The 

‘House Beautiful’ ideal aimed to find beauty in ordinary life, transforming the interiors of the 

wealthiest houses but also the middle-class home. 

 

As a result, the Arts and Crafts Movement emerged aiming to radically change home 

decoration, but rejecting modern processes of manufacturing. As discussed above, art could 

not be produced mechanically through modern industrialisation, and for this reason, the 

movement sought inspiration in medieval and artisanal crafts, encouraging the use of local 

materials and hand-made manufacturing. Therefore, it is most likely that photography had a 

scarce presence within this context, as further developed below. 

 

To consolidate the movement, William Morris opened in 1861 a design studio for the 

decorative arts, together with Edward Burne-Jones, Dante Gabriel Rossetti, Philip Webb, 

Ford Madox Brown (1821-1893), Peter Paul Marshall (1830-1900) and Charles Faulkner 

(1833-1892)36. The firm was first named ‘Morris, Marshall, Faulkner & Co.’ and later on 

‘Morris & Co.’. Opposed to factory systems, the firm aimed to encompass the entire 

production chain, from the design to the manufacture, like in medieval guilds. Designers 

needed to understand the manufacturing process in order to be able to adapt the designs to 

the needs of materials and final products37. Eventually, however, some designs were 

externally manufactured by companies such as Jeffrey & Co. and Barrett’s, who produced 

the wallpapers and cut the printing blocks38. 

 
Aestheticism, together with the increasing public awareness of the decorative arts, was a 

consequence of the design reform that was taking place in Britain after the Great Exhibition 

of the Works of the Industry of All Nations held at Crystal Palace from May to October 1851. 

The exhibition presented objects from around the globe and six million visitors proved its 

success. However, the exhibition also demonstrated the inferiority of British arts production 

                                                      
35- Calloway (ed.), The Cult of Beauty, p. 21. 
36- F. MacCarthy, ‘Morris, William (1834–1896)’, Oxford Dictionary of National Biography, (Oxford: Oxford 
University Press, 2004), online edn., October 2009, http://www.oxforddnb.com/view/article/19322 
[accessed June 2015]. 
37- J.M. MacKenzie, The Victorian Vision. Inventing New Britain (London: V&A Publications, 2001), pp. 208-
209. 
38- Ídem., p. 209. 



 

15 
 

compared to other European countries, particularly France and Germany39. The need to 

reform British design education and manufacture became increasingly necessary after the 

exhibition and several schools of design were created, as well as the Museum of 

Manufactures, which was relocated and renamed the South Kensington Museum in 1857, 

and again renamed in 1899 by Queen Victoria as we know it today, the Victoria and Albert 

Museum. 

 

Taking the collection of the School of Design, which was created years before to reinforce 

British arts education, as starting point, the Museum emerged with a specific focus on the 

applied arts to provide British designers and students the best examples of ornamental arts. 

This proved to be useful and the improvements were demonstrated in the subsequent 

exhibition taking place in London, the International Exhibition of 1862, held at the South 

Kensington Museum, where the firm created by Morris was awarded with ‘two gold medals 

and a special jury mention for the colour and design of its stained glass’40. 

 

Morris’s designs soon gained popularity and became the essential element in Aesthetic 

interiors. The firm became mostly known by Morris’s designs of wallpapers, characterized by 

his unprecedented use of natural ornament and harmonious colour41, as seen in his 

Pimpernel wallpaper (Fig. 2), featuring pimpernel plants intertwined with small yellow flowers 

and pale-green foliage. His designs were crucial for revitalising the market that by the 1860s 

was focused on two kinds of products: designs imitating historic French textiles and the flat 

designs reproducing natural forms and geometries42.  

 

Morris’s main source was nature, which he observed at first hand, but also through ancient 

manuscripts and tapestries43, as seen in one of his earliest designs, Daisy (1864; Fig. 3). 

This was Morris’s first wallpaper to be put into production. The design, featuring a diversity 

of plants with flowers in different colours (white, blue, pink and yellow) on a pale-green 

background was inspired by the natural forms in a tapestry shown in an illuminated 

manuscript at the British Museum44. 

 

Additionally, one of Morris’s most important sources was the collection of the South 

Kensington Museum, where he studied the historic textiles and used ancient tapestries and 

embroideries as a source of inspiration. He had always developed a close relationship with 

                                                      
39- Calloway (ed.), The Cult of Beauty, p. 28. 
40- MacCarthy, ‘Morris, William (1834–1896)’. 
41- Calloway (ed.), The Cult of Beauty, p. 134. 
42- Ídem. 
43- Ídem. 
44- Victoria and Albert Museum, Online Collections, object history note, museum number E.3720-1927 
http://collections.vam.ac.uk/item/O15911/daisy-wallpaper-sample-morris-william/ [accessed August 2015]. 
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the museum; as a member of the museum’s Purchasing Committee, he strongly influenced 

the purchases of Persian carpets and Iznik pottery45 and his firm was responsible for the 

design and decoration of one of the museum’s eating rooms. 

 

As seen above, nature was highly important within the Aesthetic Movement and right in the 

heart of the decorative arts. Despite the shared rejection of technology, photography was 

indeed actively used within this context and it proved very useful, as further explained below. 

The following sections will discuss the use of photography within these contexts, particularly 

in the Arts and Crafts Movement, in order to determine if photography was used as a source 

of inspiration to design natural ornamentation. 

 

 

 
2.1. Photography within the Aesthetic Movement 

 

As previously seen with Ruskin and Millais, Aestheticists used photography as well. 

Photography was indeed frequently used within Aesthetic circles. Most of the artists centred 

either on the Tudor House, Rossetti’s London house, in Cheyne Walk, Chelsea, where he 

lived from 1862 until his death; or on the home of Julia Margaret Cameron’s sister, Sara 

Prinsep, the Little Holland House in Holland Park46. Cameron established her photographic 

studio there and most of the members of the Aesthetic Movement sat for her, including G.F. 

Watts47. 

 

Additionally, Rossetti’s use of photography is broadly known and has been well researched. 

For instance, Joanne Lukitsh has thoroughly analysed the relationship between Julia 

Margaret Cameron and the Rossetti brothers, Dante Gabriel and William Michael Rossetti, 

critic and literary editor48. Rossetti was indeed very acquainted with the medium; he posed 

for photographic portraits himself and commissioned photographers to make portraits under 

his supervision. His most significant commission was a set of portraits of Jane Morris, William 

Morris’s wife. Jane was for many years Rossetti’s most famous muse. The photographer 

John Robert Parsons took a series of photographs of her that Rossetti used as studies of 

facial features, hair and body postures; all these features can be seen in some of his 

paintings. The similarity between the photographs and the paintings, particularly the seated 

positions, hairstyle, dress, jewellery and facial expressions, has suggested that Rossetti used 

                                                      
45- L. Trench, The Victoria and Albert Museum (London: V&A Publishing, 2010), p. 38. 
46- Calloway (ed.), The Cult of Beauty, pp. 14-15. 
47- Ídem., p. 82. 
48- Waggoner, et al., The Pre-Raphaelite Lens, pp. 134-143. 
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these images as an ‘aide-mémoire’49. The ‘Rossetti Album’ is now at the Victoria and Albert 

Museum. 

 

In addition, Rossetti ordered photographs of his own paintings and drawings and, as Burne-

Jones, amassed a large collection of photographs of old masters’ paintings that they both 

used as a source of inspiration50. From among the uses of photography by artists, the 

reproduction of works of art was in fact one of the most important applications. Artists sought 

to have copies of the great masters for inspiration, but also to reproduce their own work for 

commercial purposes and to aid the painting process, as previously seen with Millais. 

 

Talbot himself was the first one to note this utility reproducing a sketch of the ‘Hagar in the 

Desert’ by Francesco Mola in The Pencil of Nature. He stated that ‘[…] fac-similes can be 

made from original sketches of the old masters, and thus they may be preserved from loss, 

and multiplied to any extent […]’51. 

 
According to Hamber, the 1851 and 1862 exhibitions were crucial for spreading the 

photographic industry in Britain52, as they offered a wide public understanding of the medium. 

By then, photography had already become an affordable way to disseminate and produce 

images. However, there was still a wide variety of manual processes used to reproduce works 

of art that directly competed with photography, in terms of quality and costs. Among them, 

lithography, steel-plate engraving, mezzotint and wood-engraving were the most popular53.  

 

The inability to capture colour was the main limitation of photography, not only to reproduce 

works of art, but also to aid graphic design, as further discussed below. Photography was a 

monochromatic process, able to record linear patterns, but not colour. Therefore, the tonal 

gradation could not be accurately recorded, which was not useful to reproduce works of art 

that relied more upon colour than upon line. 

 

Additionally, the limited spectral sensitivity of photographic emulsions posed significant 

problems, as most paintings included three colours to which photographic emulsion was 

oversensitive or insensitive: blue, green and yellow. Blue was the most problematic of them 

because it turned white in the photographs, and this produced unsatisfactory results in the 

reproduction of religious scenes where the blue was often used to represent the Virgin Mary. 

Yellows were reproduced as black and greens as grey54. 

                                                      
49- Waggoner, et al., The Pre-Raphaelite Lens, pp. 101-103. 
50- Calloway (ed.), The Cult of Beauty, p. 29. 
51- Talbot, The Pencil of Nature, Plate XXIII: Hagar in the Desert. 
52- A.J. Hamber, A Higher Branch of the Art. Photographing the Fine Arts in England, 1839-1880 (The 
Netherlands: Gordon and Breach Publishers, 1996), pp. 1-34. 
53- Ídem., pp. 36-38. 
54- Ídem., pp. 81-83. 
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However, despite this limitation and despite the prominent use of colour in Pre-Raphaelite 

and Aestheticist paintings, photography was widely used in this field. Throughout his life, 

Rossetti worked with a number of photographers to reproduce and publish his work. One of 

the companies with which he had a close relationship was Frederic James Shields’s (1833-

1911) ‘The English Picture Publishing Company’, with the intention of publishing 

photographic reproductions of paintings55. From him, Rossetti learned the importance of 

correcting the negatives and proofs to produce better reproductions, and he even expressed 

interest in retouching them56. As described by Ernestine Mills, Shields ‘[…] took endless 

trouble for Rossetti, superintending the photography of his pictures and correcting negatives 

and proofs with the utmost patience and devotion to his friend’s interest’57. The photographs 

from Shield’s company were the first reproductions of Rossetti’s pictures which he allowed 

to be published58. 

 

However, in the field of art reproduction, the photographer and art publisher Frederick Hollyer 

was the leading figure. He was first commissioned in the 1870s to make photographic 

reproductions of Frederic Leighton’s paintings. He became well known for his reproductions 

and he photographed the works of Edward Burne-Jones and many other contemporary 

artists, such as Rossetti, Ford Madox Brown and Holman Hunt. His reproductions had the 

highest quality and some of them were mistaken by the originals. He also became famous 

for his portraits of leading artists, writers and other protagonists of the cultural and social 

scene of his time59. Additionally, as further mentioned below, he also developed a small body 

of work in the field of photographic floral studies. 

 

 

 

2.2. Photography within the Arts and Crafts Movemen t 

 

Although photography was commonly used by Aestheticists and despite the intricate 

relationship between Arts and Crafts and Aesthetic circles, it is more difficult to trace the use 

of photography within the context of the decorative arts. As previously mentioned, Morris & 

Co. rejected technology and searched other alternatives to industrial production. They 

refused to use modern chemical dyes to produce their textiles and designed very few 

                                                      
55- E. Mills, The life and letters of Frederic Shields (London: Longmans, Green & Co., 1912), p. 204. 
Accessible online through: https://archive.org/details/lifelettersoffre00milluoft [accessed: May 2015]. 
56- A. Craig F., ‘Rossetti's Reputation: A Study of the Dissemination of His Art through Photographs’, in H.E. 
Roberts, Art History through the Camera's Lens (Amsterdam: Gordon and Breach Publishers, 1995), p. 328. 
57- Mills, The life and letters of Frederic Shields, p. 139. 
58- Craig, ‘Rossetti's Reputation’, p. 204. 
59- A. Hammond, ‘Hollyer, Frederick (1838–1933)’, Oxford Dictionary of National Biography (Oxford: Oxford 
University Press, 2004), online edn., May 2005, http://www.oxforddnb.com/view/article/58918 
[accessed June 2015]. 



 

19 
 

wallpapers to be printed using machines60. Therefore, it is most likely that photography was 

rejected by them as well, particularly because of its condition as one of the most revolutionary 

inventions of the century. 

 

One of the goals of this essay was to determine if photography was centred on the Arts and 

Crafts houses. Red House (1859-1860) and Standen House (1891-1894) were the first and 

the last houses designed by the Arts and Crafts architect Philip Webb, and also his most 

important architectural projects. However, a big number of houses61 were built in between 

those times by Webb and other architects and designers claiming the ideals of the movement: 

the simplicity of the buildings and the revival of medieval craftsmanship. Red House and 

Standen House are among the few Webb’s houses that survived. 

 

The Red House was built in Bexleyheath, Kent, south London, for Morris’s marriage with 

Jane Burden in 1859; they moved to the house in 186062. The house, named after the colour 

of its bricks, was designed under Morris’s close advice and decorated with the assistance of 

members of Morris’s circle such as Edward Burne-Jones. The house was designed as a 

studio to accommodate Morris’s artist friends during weekends and holidays; this close 

relationship led to the foundation of Morris’s company in 186163, although the activity of the 

Firm was developed in London, at number 8 of Red Lion Square. A few years after, due to 

Morris’s financial circumstances and his daily trips to the city, the Morrises moved to London, 

closer to the Firm, to 26 Queen Square, and sold the Red House in 186564. 

 

By contrast, Standen House was constructed in the West Sussex countryside to 

accommodate James and Margaret Beale65, and had little to do with the principles of Red 

House, designed as a hub of creativity and production for the Arts and Crafts Movement. The 

house was built using local materials and traditional manufacturing following the movement 

ideals. However central heating and electricity were included, which made of this house both, 

a traditional and a modern home66. 

 

Therefore, it seems that photography had a scarce presence within the Arts and Crafts 

houses. It is most likely that photography was embraced by individuals but not developed as 

a standard of production in the context of these houses. 

                                                      
60- MacKenzie, The Victorian Vision, p. 210. 
61- See, for instance, National Trust Arts and Crafts houses and gardens, 
http://www.nationaltrust.org.uk/article-1355881170733/ [accessed August 2015]. 
62- MacCarthy, ‘Morris, William (1834–1896)’. 
63- S. Kirk, ‘Webb, Philip Speakman (1831–1915)’, Oxford Dictionary of National Biography (Oxford: Oxford 
University Press, 2004) http://www.oxforddnb.com/view/article/36801 [accessed August 2015]. 
64- Ídem. 
65- National Trust, ‘History of Standen House’, http://www.nationaltrust.org.uk/article-1355800177846/ 
[accessed August 2015]. 
66- Ídem. 
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However, a relationship between photography and Kelmscott House and Manor, Morris’s last 

two houses, has been found. Kelmscott Manor was the Morrises’ house in Oxfordshire, taken 

by Morris in 1871 in joint tenancy with Rossetti67. As they spent most of the time in London, 

in 1879 Morris bought another house closer to the city, in Hammersmith, which he named 

‘Kelmscott House’, showing deference to his country house. Both houses were photographed 

in 1896, the year of Morris’s death. 

 

The photographer, engraver and typographer Sir Emery Walker (1851-1933), close to Morris, 

as seen below, took a series of photographs of Kelmscott House in 1896. However, 

according to Imogen Hart68, these photographs only depict the interiors of the house, despite 

the fact that Morris gave so much importance to its exteriors and surroundings. His daughter, 

May Morris, described the nice garden and the river in front of the house and Morris himself 

stressed that people would visit them just to see the beautiful surroundings69. However, 

Walker’s photographs isolate the house from the exterior, and because the family left the 

house after Morris’s death, it has been suggested that these photographs were taken as a 

tribute to preserve Morris’s memory and the interiors of this genuine Arts and Crafts house70. 

 

By contrast, Kelmscott Manor was photographed at the same year by another photographer 

from Morris’s circle, Frederick Henry Evans (1853-1943). Evans became famous for his 

photographs of landscape and architecture and, according to Mark Pohlad, he shared with 

Morris a wide range of interests. It seems that Morris appreciated Evans’s work as much as 

Evans admired Morris’s designs, and that Morris’s designs are indebted to the graphic 

treatment of Evans’s photographs71. In 1895, Evans showed lantern slides at Kelmscott 

House and the following year he photographed Kelmscott Manor. Additionally, few months 

before taking these photographs, Evans photographed a barn close to the house, following 

Morris’s advice72. It is unknown whether the photographs of Kelmscott Manor had the same 

purpose than the photographs of Kelmscott House. However, contrary to Walker, Evans 

captured the outside of the house through a window that Morris used to describe. Morris’s 

description of the views from that window is very precise, which has suggested that Morris 

encouraged Evans to take the photograph73. 

 

                                                      
67- MacCarthy, ‘Morris, William (1834–1896)’. 
68- I. Hart, ‘An “Enchanted Interior”: William Morris at Kelmscott House’, in J. Edwards; I. Hart, Rethinking 
the Interior, c. 1867-1896, Aestheticism and Arts and Cratfs (Surrey: Ashgate Publishing Limited, 2010), p. 
68. 
69- Hart, ‘An “Enchanted Interior”: William Morris at Kelmscott House’, p. 68. 
70- Ídem. 
71- M.B. Pohlad, ‘William Morris, Photography, and Frederick H. Evans’, in History of Photography, Vol. 22, 
number 1 (Oxford: Taylor & Francis, Spring 1998), p. 52. 
72- Pohlad, ‘William Morris, Photography, and Frederick H. Evans’, p. 52. 
73- Ídem., pp. 56-58. 
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Although Morris was not as directly involved with photography as his Pre-Raphaelite and 

Aestheticist contemporaries, he was very acquainted with the medium. As previously seen, 

Rossetti took a series of portraits of his wife, and Millais used photography throughout his 

entire career. Even Ruskin, who they all admired, used photography since he discovered it 

in the 1840s. However, there are no photographs taken by Morris himself. By contrast, he 

sat for many photographers and it appears that Frederick Hollyer, previously mentioned, was 

his favourite portraitist74. 

 

In spite of this intense photographic activity around him, Morris only became truly interested 

in photography during the last years of his career and life. Photography became a crucial 

element for developing the Kelmscott Press, his last creative project, through which he 

applied the principles of the ‘House Beautiful’ to the ‘Book Beautiful’. 

 

From the late 1880s, William Morris considered the possibility of creating his own books. The 

main purpose of this project was ‘to produce books which it would be a pleasure to look upon 

as pieces of printing and arrangement of type’75. Following this aim, he specialised in 

reprinting medieval and English classics, books that he liked to have and read76. For this 

project, he created many designs of ornamental letters with the aid of Emery Walker, 

mentioned above, founder member together with his friend Walter Boutall of the firm ‘Walker 

and Boutall’, later named ‘Walker and Cockerell’, and finally ‘Emery Walker, Ltd.’77. Walker 

enlarged the letters of medieval manuscripts through photography in order to help Morris to 

see the traces better and to create his own designs. Walker and Morris had known each 

other since 1883 and they both rapidly shared tastes and interests as members of the Arts 

and Crafts Exhibition Society, founded by Walter Crane (1845-1915) and others in 188878. 

 

As the Kelmscott Press shows, it took Morris a long time to accept photography as part of 

his work, even when photography was frequently used within his circle and Talbot himself 

had explicitly shown this useful application of photography some decades earlier. In plate XI, 

Talbot demonstrates the ability of photography to enlarge documents, which ‘[…] enables us 

at pleasure to alter the scale, and to make the copies as much larger or smaller than the 

originals as we may desire’79. 

 

                                                      
74- Pohlad, ‘William Morris, Photography, and Frederick H. Evans’, p. 54. 
75- MacCarthy, ‘Morris, William (1834–1896)’. 
76- Idem. 
77- S. Cockerell, ‘Walker, Sir Emery (1851–1933)’, rev. John Trevitt, Oxford Dictionary of National Biography 
(Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2004), online edn., October 2007,  
http://www.oxforddnb.com/view/article/36687 [accessed June 2015]. 
78- Ídem. 
79- Talbot, The Pencil of Nature, Plate XI: Copy of a lithographic print. 
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However, it was not until Walker’s lecture at the first Arts and Crafts Exhibition in November 

1888 that Morris became fascinated by photography. The experience of seeing photographic 

enlargements of medieval manuscripts shown by Walker through a magic lantern was deeply 

intense for Morris and definitely prompted him to develop the Kelmscott Press80. 

 

Walker’s firm photographed large scale individual letters from the best examples of fine types 

contained in medieval books, previously acquired by Morris, in order to enable him to 

distinguish the shape of the letters. Then, Morris traced these letters repeatedly to 

understand the essence of the shapes. After this, he made his own freehand drawings in the 

same large scale, which were then reduced by Walker to the scale of the original type to see 

how they would actually look when impressed on paper. At each stage of the process, Morris 

continued to edit and retouch his drawings81. 

 

As seen above, photography enabled Morris to closely examine medieval types and design 

his own letters, and this same procedure allowed him to enlarge his drawings to create 

designs for tapestries82. However, as Peterson states, 'it is important to recognize that the 

Kelmscott Press, the quintessential example of an arts-and-crafts longing for the pre-

industrial age, was paradoxically built upon a foundation of photography, one of the most 

sophisticated forms of technology in late-Victorian England'83. Pohlad remarks on the 

contradiction of Morris’s ambivalent use of photography as well. He used contemporary 

technology to appreciate primitive techniques of printing84.  

 

To sum up, this chapter has allowed us to determine that photography was indeed frequently 

used by Aestheticists, but less used within the field of the decorative arts. As presented 

above, photography was part of Morris’s circle and it eventually became part of his life and 

design process. As Pohlad states, Morris used it to observe closely ‘medieval typefaces, 

book illustrations and the buildings he cherished’85. However, photography was never used 

as a source of inspiration by artists to depict natural elements nor by Arts and Crafts 

designers to create floral and ornamental patterns. For Morris, as well as for most of his 

contemporary artists, photography was regarded just as a tool to aid the process of creation 

of art and design, but not as a legitimate source of inspiration to reproduce nature elements 

that laid in the heart of Aestheticism and the Arts and Crafts Movement86. 

  

                                                      
80- Quoted in W.S. Peterson, The Kelmscott Press: a history of William Morris's typographical adventure 
(Oxford: Clarendon P., 1991), p. 81. 
81- Peterson, The Kelmscott Press, p. 84. 
82- MacKenzie, The Victorian Vision, p. 210. 
83- Ídem., p. 82. 
84- Pohlad, ‘William Morris, Photography, and Frederick H. Evans’, pp. 52-54. 
85- Ídem., p. 58. 
86- Peterson, The Kelmscott Press, p. 82. 
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3. Photographic sources from the Silver Studio coll ection 

 

This chapter will look at the photographic sources from the collection of the Silver Studio, the 

largest design studio in Britain devoted to the production of designs for commercial 

manufacture, adapting the Aesthetic ideals and Morris’s Arts and Crafts style to industrial 

mass-production. Particularly, this chapter will analyse the Studio’s photographic sources 

from the 1880s to the 1900s, as they prove that photography was used in the process of 

ornamental design. 

 

During the 1870s and the 1880s, the increasing interest in the notion of the ‘House Beautiful’ 

had already reached almost all levels in society, from the wealthiest to the middle-class. By 

then, Morris’s designs had become synonymous with luxurious and elegant decoration, and 

his artisanal and hand-made products were not affordable to everyone. However, this did not 

prevent the deep revolution that was taking place in Britain in the field of home decoration, 

as a result of the decrease of costs of most household goods and the raising of middle-class 

earnings87. This encouraged the wider public interest in home decoration, which was soon 

paralleled by the development of commercial enterprises that began to design and 

manufacture products for the middle-class house following the Aesthetic ideals88. 

 

Designers, printed fabric manufacturers, decorators, ceramicists, embroiderers, weavers, 

architects, decorative painters and other kinds of artisan crafts manufacturers began to 

appear, based in London and throughout the United Kingdom89. The craze for home 

decoration was at its height and the Silver Studio emerged with an ambitious wide scope, 

aiming to produce designs for any kind of material used in home decoration. 

 

Arthur Silver was indeed successful. He opened his studio in West London in 1880, supplying 

designs for wallpapers, metalwork, linoleum, furnishing textiles and carpets, becoming the 

most important commercial design studio in Britain90. After Arthur Silver’s premature death 

in 1896, the Studio was managed by Harry Napper until 1898, and by J. R. Houghton from 

then until 1901, when Rex Silver, Arthur Silver’s son, attained his majority91. During the pre-

war years, Rex Silver directed the Studio in partnership with his brother Harry, who decided 

not to return to the Studio after the Armistice had been declared in 191892. Rex Silver ran the 

Studio until it closed in 1963. 

                                                      
87- Turner, et al., Art Nouveau Designs from the Silver Studio collection, p. 8. 
88- Calloway (ed.), The Cult of Beauty, pp. 19-20. 
89- Parry (ed.), Textiles of the Arts and Crafts Movement, pp. 117-153. 
90- Turner, et al., Art Nouveau Designs from the Silver Studio collection, p. 11. 
91- M. Turner, A London design studio 1880-1963: the Silver Studio collection (London: Lund Humphries, in 
association with the Middlesex Polytechnic, 1980), pp. 21-22. 
92- Ídem., p. 32. 
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By the year of Arthur Silver’s death, the Studio was already the largest enterprise supplying 

designs for commercial manufacture. It sold thousands of designs to major manufacturers 

and retailers throughout the United Kingdom and abroad, including Jeffrey & Co., the same 

firm previously mentioned that printed William Morris’s wallpapers, and the fashionable 

Liberty & Co., which had contributed to disseminate the Aesthetic ideals throughout 

England93. 

 

The Silver Studio collection consists of ‘about 20,000 designs, 2,000 wallpapers, 50 

wallpaper pattern books, about 4,000 textile samples, a large library of works on design and 

related subjects, a collection of visual reference material and approximately 4,000 postcards, 

letters, trade cards, newspaper cuttings and miscellanea’94. 

 

Born in Reading, Arthur Silver would have been familiar with carpets and textile furnishing, 

as his father owned a shop where he worked primarily as an upholsterer, covering every 

aspect of home furnishing. Additionally, from 1869 to 1872, he attended the Reading School 

of Arts95, one of the schools created after the education reform that took place around the 

Great Exhibition of 1851, previously mentioned. After this, he moved to London as an 

apprentice of H. W. Batley, who was by then one of the most fashionable Aestheticist 

designers and from whom Arthur Silver learned to work in a wide variety of styles96. 

 

Arthur Silver was already familiar with William Morris’s work and his sources when he opened 

his Studio in 1880; it is very likely that they both knew each other since they both moved in 

similar circles. Like Morris, Arthur Silver was photographed, together with his wife, by 

Frederick Hollyer, a friend of the family97. Additionally, in 1889 Arthur Silver started to exhibit 

at the annual Arts and Crafts Exhibitions, mentioned above, which allowed him to make 

contacts with manufacturers and designers98. 

 

William Morris was indeed a crucial reference for the Studio, as seen by the number of 

original Morris designs held at the Studio’s collection such as his famous Daisy (Fig. 3), 

previously seen. Fig. 4 shows William Morris’s Daisy in the Silver Studio collection. As 

mentioned above, at the time, there was a big demand for wallpapers and particularly for 

Morris’s designs. However, as they were extremely expensive, a big number of wallpaper 

manufacturers, eager to benefit from Morris’s popularity, asked Arthur Silver to produce 

                                                      
93- Parry (ed.), Textiles of the Arts and Crafts Movement, p. 133. 
94- Turner, A London design studio 1880-1963: the Silver Studio collection, p. 11. 
95- Turner, et al., Art Nouveau Designs from the Silver Studio collection, pp. 9-10. 
96- Turner, A London design studio 1880-1963: the Silver Studio collection, p. 14. 
97- M. Turner, Silver Studio of Design: a design and source book for home decoration (Exeter: Webb & 
Bower, 1988), p. 14. 
98- Turner, et al., Art Nouveau Designs from the Silver Studio collection, pp. 10-11. 
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similar designs and adapt them to machine printing, contrary to Morris’s principles of artisanal 

manufacture99. Morris’s style is perceived in designs such as the sketch for printed textile 

featuring a red opened floppy headed flower with large green leaves (Fig. 5), which imitates 

the typical Morris pattern of intertwined foliage and flowers, seen for instance in Morris’s St. 

James’s wallpaper (Fig. 6).  

 

As well as Morris and his contemporaries, Arthur Silver used the collections of the South 

Kensington Museum as a source of inspiration. However, he used them in a different way, 

as further developed below. Additionally, Arthur Silver and the designers that worked for him 

used any kind of inspirational material to produce their designs, which ranged across a variety 

of styles, from medieval to imperial French styles, including Japanese motifs, Art Nouveau 

style, late eighteen-century English and French styles, Moorish, Egyptian and English 

Renaissance100. 

 

From among the Studio’s large collection of visual reference material, the number of books 

of photographs and portfolios collected between the 1880s and the 1900s is particularly 

significant, and this in fact represents the main difference between William Morris and Arthur 

Silver. Contrary to Morris, Arthur Silver based his work on industrial manufacture; besides, 

he included the use of photography in the design process, which was regarded by Morris and 

his contemporaries as one of the most revolutionary technological inventions of that time, as 

seen above. 

 

The mere existence of photographic sources from this period in the Studio’s collection proves 

that Arthur Silver took the next step in using photography along the design process, not only 

as an instrument, but also as inspirational source. According to Zoë Hendon, Arthur Silver 

was ‘extremely enthusiastic about the use of photographic images as resources, even going 

so far as to publish his own selection of photographic images from the collections of the 

South Kensington Museum’101, as further developed below. Additionally, as Mark Turner 

states, Arthur Silver did not use photography to exactly reproduce the images, but to 

accommodate them into their designs according to the contemporary tastes and demand102. 

 

The materials analysed in this research encompass eleven items, including books and 

portfolios, which fall into two distinct categories: photographs of historic textiles and 

photographs of flowers and nature elements, including an important part of Japanese flowers. 

The collection, however, holds other photographic sources, not analysed here, such as the 

                                                      
99- Turner, Silver Studio of Design: a design and source book for home decoration, p. 16. 
100- Turner, A London design studio 1880-1963: the Silver Studio collection, p. 14. 
101- Z. Hendon, ‘The Silver Studio Art Reference Collection’, in Decorative Arts Society Journal, Vol. 36 
(Suffolk: The Decorative Arts Society, 2012), p. 69. 
102- Turner, Silver Studio of Design: a design and source book for home decoration, p. 20. 
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three volumes published in 1888, 1889 and 1890 containing photographs of historic textiles 

from the collections of the Dresden Museum of Decorative Arts, created with the same 

educational purposes as the South Kensington Museum103. 

 

Regarding the photographs of historic textiles, the portfolios analysed in this paper are based 

in French museums, apart from the Silvern Series, which is based in the collections of the 

South Kensington Museum. The collection also includes the books of photographs of 

Japanese flowers made by Kazumasa Ogawa (1860-1929) and several portfolios of flowers 

made by German and French photographers. 

 

These two kinds of photographic sources excellently represent the two most popular styles 

of designs produced by the Silver Studio from the 1880s to the early twentieth-century. By 

the 1880s, historic French textiles and classical ornamentation were still much in demand, 

and they remained popular for many years after the decadence of Art Nouveau, which had 

become an out-of-date style in Britain by 1910. 

 

Additionally, since the 1860s, Orientalist motifs such as flowers and nature elements had 

been in high demand as well. The craze for Japanese ornamentation was still growing by the 

1880s and the Silver Studio was very successful in meeting the popular demand and 

accommodating the designs to the tastes of society, as seen with its Peacock (1887; Fig. 7), 

sold through Liberty & Co. This was one of the most successful Aesthetic designs produced 

by the Silver Studio, which is still revived more than a century later104 and has become almost 

a trademark for the company105. It features the most exotic and popular Aesthetic motif, used 

as a symbol of the movement. Peacock feathers were also used as fans and dress 

accessories, as previously seen in Frederic Leighton’s Pavonia (Fig. 1). 

 

The following sections will analyse the Silver Studio’s photographic albums and portfolios 

according to these two categories: photographs of historic textiles and photographic studies 

of flowers and nature. 

 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 

                                                      
103- Hendon, ‘The Silver Studio Art Reference Collection’, pp. 68-69. 
104- Calloway (ed.), The Cult of Beauty, p. 141. 
105- Victoria and Albert Museum, Online Collections, object history note, museum number T.50-1953 
http://collections.vam.ac.uk/item/O78872/peacock-feathers-furnishing-fabric-arthur-silver/ 
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3.1. Photographs of historic textiles 

 

The interest of Arthur Silver in photography was particularly demonstrated by his production 

of the Silvern Series. In 1889 he decided to widen the use of the South Kensington Museum’s 

collections by making large scale photographic reproductions of the most significant textile 

designs and ornaments. He had special authorisation to carefully select and photograph the 

objects, aiming to sell the images to textile and wallpaper manufacturers as a source of 

inspiration106. He hoped that manufacturers would buy the photographs and ask him to 

produce designs based on them107. 

 

According to Zoë Hendon, Arthur Silver was prompted to produce this set of over six hundred 

photographs mainly because the reproduction of textiles was scarce within the Photographs 

collection of the South Kensington Museum108. Photographic reproductions of museum 

objects had already been produced from the early years of the museum, particularly within 

the museum’s Circulating Collection. Focused on educational purposes, the aim of this 

collection was to provide examples of works of art to art schools; therefore, this collection 

included prints, drawings, casts and photographs intended to be used as a reference for 

students and designers109. 

 

However, despite the large amount of photographs collected by the museum by the end of 

the 1880s, reproductions of museum historic textiles were very scarce, hence the importance 

of making good photographic reproductions. Additionally, by helping to disseminate the 

collections of the South Kensington Museum, Arthur Silver proved his commitment with the 

institution’s educational role, which could give him a certain amount of credibility and status 

as a designer110. 

 

As seen with the Silvern Series, Arthur Silver was keen on using photographs of textiles, as 

they allowed designers to see the warp and weft of a textile; the understanding of the way 

fabrics behaved was crucial for producing workable designs111. Apart from the South 

Kensington Museum, he sought photographic reproductions from other textile collections, 

particularly French. 

 

                                                      
106- Turner, A London design studio 1880-1963: the Silver Studio collection, pp. 17-18. 
107- Z. Hendon, ‘The Silvern Series: Photographs from the collections of the South Kensington Museum’, 
V&A Online Journal, Issue No. 4 (London: Victoria and Albert Museum, Summer 2012).  
http://www.vam.ac.uk/content/journals/research-journal/issue-no.-4-summer-2012/the-silvern-series-
photographs-from-the-collections-of-the-south-kensington-museum [accessed April 2015]. 
108- Ídem. 
109- A.J. Hamber, A Higher Branch of the Art. Photographing the Fine Arts in England, 1839-1880, p. 433. 
110- Hendon, ‘The Silvern Series: Photographs from the collections of the South Kensington Museum’. 
111- Hendon, ‘The Silver Studio Art Reference Collection’, p. 70. 
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He included in the Studio’s collection the following portfolios of photographs of French textiles 

and ornaments: Musée Lyonnais, Art Industriel, Spécimens de Soieries et Tissus Faisant 

Partie des Collections du Musée d'Art et d'Industrie, reproduits en Photographie et Publiés 

par F. Armbruster (ca. 1870-1900); L'Ornementation Fleurie, serie 2 (ca. 1877-1882) by 

Adolphe Picard; Historic Textile Designs (date unknown) by A. Guérinet; and Panneaux et 

Ornements de style Louis XVI (date unknown). 

 

It has been quite important for this research to date the photographs and crosscheck them 

with the dates of the Studio’s designs, in order to determine if the photographs were taken 

or entered the collection before the designs were made, and therefore, if the photographs 

could have inspired the designs. 

 

The Musée Lyonnais’s portfolio includes more than two hundred albumen photographs of 

silks and tissues from the museum’s collections, mounted on cream card. It has not been 

possible to date it, although it is most likely that it was published during the late nineteenth-

century. Additionally, the dates of Guérinet’s Historic Textile Designs and the Panneaux et 

Ornements de style Louis XVI still remain unknown, but they must have been published 

around the late nineteenth-century as well. The first one is formed of around 50 albumen 

photographs of historic textiles mounted on tan board, but has nothing printed on it to provide 

further details. The second one includes twelve plates of photographs of ornamental 

elements in the style of Louis XVI, mounted on cream card. 

 

By contrast, it has been possible to identify a more accurate date for L'Ornementation Fleurie, 

serie 2. This portfolio was part of the Studio’s reference collection and includes around fifteen 

albumen photographs by Adolphe Picard of floral ornamentation, cherubs and ribbons, 

mounted on grey board. This portfolio was edited by A. Calavas. However, on the reverse 

side of each plate appears stamped in green the name of the seller: A. Rozier. Online 

research through antiquarians and auction houses has confirmed that the editor A. Rozier 

published this portfolio in 1877 including 24 plates112, and a second edition in 1882. 

Additionally, the forthcoming publication of another portfolio by Adolphe Picard was 

advertised in 1887 in the Feuilleton du Journal Général de l'Imprimerie et de la Librairie113. 

According to the advertisement, L’Ornement Végétal followed L'Ornementation Fleurie and 

                                                      
112- Drouot Catalogue, L’Ornementation Fleurie, 
http://catalogue.drouot.com/ref-drouot/lot-ventes-aux-encheres-drouot.jsp?id=2392518 
[accessed July 2015]. 
113- Feuilleton du Journal Général de l'Imprimerie et de la Librairie, Courrier de la Librairie, 76è Année, 2è 
Série, Nº 44, (Paris: Cercle de la Librairie, boulevard Saint-Germain 117, 29 Octobre 1887), p. 2391. 
Accessible online through: 
http://gallica.bnf.fr/ark:/12148/bpt6k86778x/f202.image.r=Feuilleton%20du%20Journal%20G%C3%A9n%
C3%A9ral%20de%20l%27Imprimerie%20et%20de%20la%20Librairie.langES [accessed: May 2015]. 



 

29 
 

it was the result of ‘several years of work’114. Therefore, it is most likely that the portfolio held 

at the Studio’s collection was the second edition of L'Ornementation Fleurie sold by A. Rozier 

in 1882. 

 

However, it is difficult to determine the use of these photographs, as there are no records 

that provide further details of the reason for acquiring them and the circumstances under 

which these portfolios entered the Studio’s collection. According to some of the 

correspondence that has survived, it seems that both Arthur Silver and his son Rex usually 

bought books around the dates of publication and that Frank Lewis, book dealer and 

publisher based in Essex, was their main supplier115. Therefore, it is most likely that the 

portfolios were acquired through Frank Lewis, although on the inside cover of the Musée 

Lyonnais’s portfolio appears the name of a different supplier based in London: ‘B. T. Batsford, 

Architectural & Engineering Bookseller & Publisher, 52 High Holborn, London W.C.’. 

 
Because of the absence of records, it is only possible to assume that these portfolios were 

compiled by the Studio as visual reference, and that designers manipulated them quite often, 

as seen by their condition. Most of them have various forms of damage, including extensive 

surface dirt and abrasions, and some others have paint splashes and freehand drawings in 

the reverse side of the plates. 

 

One of the reasons for acquiring them could have been his aim of using the most fashionable 

sources, accommodating his designs to people’s tastes, which still tended towards the 

French in some levels of society. The long tradition, beauty and commercial success of 

French silk fabrics and ribbons was well-known in England, as well as La Martinière, the most 

innovative school in Lyon offering classes in industrial design and mechanical drawing to 

future workers in the silk industry116. The tradition, originated in Lyon in the sixteenth-century, 

had transformed the city for centuries to come into the world capital for the production of silk. 

By the 1850s, Lyon’s silk industry was formed of 300 manufacturers, and 36 of them where 

present in the Great Exhibition of 1851117. It is easy to understand, therefore, the reasons 

that drove Arthur Silver to look at French textile collections, particularly to the Musée 

Lyonnais, instead of using resources from Spitalfields, the home of the United Kingdom’s silk 

                                                      
114- The advertisement reads: ‘M. Picard, l’auteur bien connu de l’Ornementation fleurie, est, parmi nous, le 
continuateur des artistes du XVIIIè siècle, dont l’art fut un éternel sourire. Sa nouvelle production, fruit de 
plusieurs années de travail, obtiendra le même succès que ses devancières près du public compétent, 
peintres, dessinateurs, et de tous ceux qui, à un titre quelconque, s’intéressent aux arts de la décoration’. 
115- Hendon, ‘The Silver Studio Art Reference Collection’, p. 76. 
116- E.A. McCauley, Industrial Madness: Commercial Photography in Paris, 1848-1871 (New Haven: Yale 
U.P., 1994), p. 234. 
117- Musée des Tissus, ‘Du musée d'Art et d'Industrie au MTMAD’, 
http://www.mtmad.fr/fr/pages/topnavigation/musees_et_collections/mt_histoire_musee/mt-creation.aspx 
[accessed July 2015]. 
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production. It could be, as with the Silvern Series, that Arthur Silver used this renowned 

source aiming to increase his reputation as a designer. 

 

It has not been possible to determine if any particular photograph had inspired a specific 

design, mainly because of the absence of records, but also because photographs were not 

intended to be exactly reproduced, as mentioned above. Sometimes, just a tiny detail in a 

photograph was later reproduced in a design. Additionally, designs were edited and 

retouched at each stage of the process; therefore, the final design might have easily looked 

completely different from the photograph, although some similarities have been found. 

 

As seen in Arthur Silver’s sketch for wallpaper frieze and filling (Fig. 8), the twisted vine with 

circular fruits and various types of stylized flowers imitate one of Guérinet’s plates (Fig. 9), 

and a closer look allows us to see the similarities between some of the flowers. This is also 

seen in the design in Fig. 10, where the hibiscus flower and the waving scrolling stems appear 

in another Guérinet’s plate (Fig. 11). 

 

Additionally, a correlation has been found between one of Guérinet’s plates (Fig. 12) and a 

design produced in 1920 by Winifred Mold (Fig. 13). Both, the design and the photograph, 

have the same hand-written inscription in the margins, which reads ‘nº2’. The same 

inscription has been found in other versions of this same design. Additionally, as in the 

photograph, the design features two flowers in a black background, which are quite similar 

to two of the flowers that can be seen in the photograph as well. However, the coincidence 

is apparently just visual, as it has been impossible to decode this particular numbering. 

 

By contrast, some other designs imitate random elements of French historic ornamental 

motifs, as seen in the sketch for a carpet border (Fig. 14), attributed to Arthur Silver, where 

the large arched border similarly repeats the border seen in the ‘broderie époque de l’Empire’ 

(Fig. 15), from the Musée Lyonnais’s collection. Another design for a carpet border (Fig. 16), 

attributed to Arthur Silver as well, imitates the same style of curled stalks and intertwined 

foliage and flowers inside of a horn shaped ornament, as seen in L’Ornementation Fleurie 

(Fig. 17). These kind of ornamental elements were much demanded and the Silver Studio 

produced a large number of designs featuring French ornamentation, as seen in Figs. 18 and 

19. The latter design also features popular flower arrangements in wicker baskets, frequently 

seen in the Musée Lyonnais’s collection (Fig. 20). 
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3.2. Photographic studies of flowers and nature 

 

A small number of Chinese objects were shown at the Great Exhibition of 1851. Additionally, 

objects from the Summer Palace, the Chinese Emperor’s retreat destroyed in 1860, were 

shown at the International Exhibition of 1862118. However, the craze for Orientalism, 

particularly for Japan, did not begin in the United Kingdom until Japanese goods were 

publicly shown at the 1862 International Exhibition. This was the first time that Japanese 

objects had been displayed for a wide audience119, which had a tremendous impact in the 

development of the craze for Japan. 

 

Exhibitions were the most efficient way to illustrate the modernisation and progress of 

Victorian society, but they also functioned as political propaganda and were often used to 

educate and circulate ideas and trends on a massive scale120. The Japanese Court of the 

1862 exhibition played an essential role in the dissemination of Japanese culture throughout 

the country. As a result, critics encouraged designers to study the art of Japan in order to 

improve British design121, and Japanese goods began to circulate in Britain through the most 

fashionable stores such as Liberty & Co. After the exhibition, ‘Japonisme’ became the 

trendiest movement in British society. 

 

The appreciation of Japanese styles and techniques was encouraged by artists and 

designers such as Christopher Dresser and E.W. Godwin, who saw in Japanese art all the 

elements admired by Aestheticism: simplicity, elegance, sophistication, medievalism, 

romance, exoticism, truth to beauty and nature. Dresser was very committed to the 

dissemination of Japanese art in Britain, he even travelled to Japan to visit artists and 

manufacturers; Godwin became one of the major collectors of Japanese art and started to 

design ‘Anglo-Japanese’ furniture122. 

 

In the field of the Arts and Crafts, Japonisme offered a wide range of forms and colours that 

could be used for ornamental decoration, from geometric motifs to a variety of fauna and 

flora previously unseen in Britain. The collecting of plants and the introduction of new species 

was one of the forms of Victorian fascination for the exotic Eastern countries123 and many 

designs featured plants and flowers that had been introduced in Britain during the nineteenth-

century. However, Japanese flowers and motifs were often idealized and depicted in Western 

                                                      
118- MacKenzie, The Victorian Vision, pp. 301-302. 
119- Ídem., p. 303. 
120- Ídem., p. 266. 
121- Ídem., p. 303. 
122- Ídem., p. 308. 
123- Ídem., p. 288. 
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ways to accommodate British tastes124, as seen in Morris’s Chrysanthemums (Fig. 21), in 

which the stylised yellow chrysanthemums are intertwined with pink flowers and green and 

yellow foliage, imitating the traditional style of English chintzes, which actually had come from 

India125. 

 

During the 1870s Britain was enjoying the boom of Japonisme and by the 1880s the 

movement was still at its height. Arthur Silver embraced this craze for Japan as well, and as 

other contemporary artists and designers, he collected a wide range of Japanese materials 

as a source of inspiration. He even experimented with Japanese techniques such as 

‘katagami’, paper stencils used to apply designs to fabrics, particularly kimonos; the Studio’s 

collection holds around four hundred Japanese stencil plates126. Like Morris, he incorporated 

Japanese flowers in his designs, such as chrysanthemums and lilies (Fig. 22), and 

reproduced them very often in a Western way, imitating the traditional chintzes previously 

seen, or idealizing them using typical Aesthetic colours, as seen in Figs. 23 and 24. 

 

The demand for Japanese inspired patterns was very high by then and the Studio began 

producing designs that would actually accommodate the emergent new style of Art Nouveau. 

By the 1890s, the Silver Studio was England’s largest supplier of Art Nouveau designs to 

European countries, particularly France and Belgium127. The two designs featuring 

chrysanthemums in Figs. 25 and 26 illustrate the Studio’s ability to accommodate different 

tastes reproducing Japanese elements. Both designs were produced in 1899. The first one, 

according to idealized Aesthetic values; the second one, in the most genuine Art Nouveau 

style. 

 

Among the photographic sources collected by the Silver Studio, Kazumasa Ogawa’s 

photographs of Japanese flowers are without question the most beautiful. They were part of 

the Studio’s reference collection and it seems they were intensely manipulated as well, as 

seen by their condition. The three of them have major structure damage and limited opening 

aperture. Additionally, they present severe paper damage, abrasions, extensive surface dirt 

and paint splashes in different colours. 

 

                                                      
124- Z. Hendon, Japantastic: Japanese-inspired patterns for British homes, 188-1930 (London: Museum of 
Domestic Design & Architecture, 2010), p. 7. 
125- The word ‘chintz’ was originally referred to Indian colour-fast and light cotton fabrics made for the English 
market. Later on, the term was referred to cotton or linen furnishing fabrics using fast colours floral patterns. 
Source: Victoria and Albert Museum, ‘Introduction to Indian textiles’, 
http://www.vam.ac.uk/content/articles/i/indian-textiles-introduction/ [accessed August 2015]. 
126- Hendon, Japantastic: Japanese-inspired patterns for British homes, 188-1930, p. 6. 
127- Turner, et al., Art Nouveau Designs from the Silver Studio collection, p. 12; and Turner, Silver Studio of 
Design: a design and source book for home decoration, p. 20. 
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As with the portfolios of historic textiles previously seen, they face the same problem of the 

absence of records. Little is known about the date and reason these books entered the 

collections, and little is known about the Japanese photographer who was one of the earliest 

photographers and photomechanical printers in Japan and the first Japanese citizen to be 

trained as a photographer abroad128. Born in Saitama Prefecture in 1860, Ogawa lived in the 

Meiji era, characterized by the search of knowledge and the interest in Western traditions 

and cultures. He learned English quite early and at the age of seventeenth, he opened his 

own photographic studio. In 1882 embarked for the United States, where he lived in Boston 

and Philadelphia and learned the techniques of carbon and collotype printing, and the dry-

plate process129. 

 

After opening a studio in Tokyo in 1884, he revived the ‘Shashin Shimpo’, one of Japan’s first 

photography journals, and created the first Japanese art magazine, ‘Kokka’. In 1890 he 

became the founder member of the Japan Photographic Society. His commitment to Japan’s 

national pride and his wise understanding of the Western culture allowed him to develop a 

style of work intended for a Western market130. It is most probable that he aimed to benefit 

from the European craze for Japan, assembling into ‘tourist albums’ a series of photographs 

of the most genuine Japanese traditions, architecture and culture, including national festivals, 

military scenes, traditional ceremonies and flowers native to Japan131.  

 

According to Stacy Miyagawa, Ogawa developed his series of traditional Japanese flowers 

between 1894 and 1896132. All the books were titled Some Japanese Flowers and each of 

them contained between 10 and 38 photographs of a wide range of Japanese flowers, such 

as chrysanthemums, lilies, lotus and morning glory. The books were stich bound and 

included Ogawa’s name and date of publication in the cover. The collotypes were protected 

by a tissue-sheet and coloured by hand, a common practice in printmaking during that 

time133, as seen in the photograph of a tree peony (Fig. 27). 

 

By contrast, there are three Ogawa’s books held at the Silver Studio collection and each of 

them has a different title. Additionally, they are dated around 1893 and 1894, and the 

photographs are in black and white, although some of them are green-toned. Fig. 28 shows 

the same photograph of a tree peony at the Silver Studio collection; it is possible to notice in 

this photograph a paint splash in green colour. All the books are stitch bound and bear 

                                                      
128- S. Miyagawa, Some Japanese Flowers. Photographs by Kazumasa Ogawa (Los Angeles: J. Paul Getty 
Trust, 2013), p. 2. 
129- Ídem., pp. 1-2. 
130- Ídem., p. 2. 
131- Ídem., pp. 2-3. 
132- Ídem., p. 3. 
133- Ídem., p. 5. 
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Ogawa’s name on the title page, but not the date. Most of the plates are also protected by a 

tissue sheet. 

 

The book Chrysanthemums of Japan was dated ca. 1893 and it contains fourteen plates 

featuring chrysanthemums in different compositions, as well as potted chrysanthemum plants 

in a sheltered garden, and floral arrangements in a decorated ceramic pot. Similarly, the book 

Lilies of Japan, also dated ca. 1893, contains twelve plates featuring beautiful floral 

arrangements using lilies, as seen in Fig. 29; this photograph shows the book’s damaged 

condition very clearly. By contrast, the book Some Japanese Flowers, dated ca. 1894, 

includes 32 plates featuring a wide range of Japanese flowers, as seen above with the 

photograph of a tree peony (Fig. 28), and a tea ceremony in a tea house, plus a garden of 

peonies. 

 

For the same reasons mentioned above, it has not been possible to find designs based on 

specific photographs. However, it seems that Arthur Silver saw in Ogawa’s collotypes a 

significant source of inspiration, as Ogawa’s compositions share the same design style 

developed by the Studio around that time. The resemblances between some designs and 

Ogawa’s photographs, as seen with the photograph of a peony (Fig. 30) and the large yellow 

peony design (Fig. 31), suggest that Arthur Silver had a clear idea of the style of sources he 

wished for. He might have thought that Ogawa’s books would work very well as a visual 

reference, and it is most likely that they proved very useful, as the Studio kept on collecting 

photographic portfolios of flowers and nature elements well into the twentieth-century. This 

time, however, looking mainly at Germany. 

 

The Studio’s collection includes three portfolios of flower studies, two of them produced in 

Germany and the third one in France. Fleurs Photographiées en Plein Air was published in 

Paris in 1925 by the same French editor previously mentioned, A. Calavas. The portfolio 

contains 48 plates by an unknown photographer, featuring flowers on their natural habitat. 

 

Blumen contains 32 plates of photographs of a wide variety of flowers, and although the 

author and date of publication are unknown, it might have been produced around the turn of 

the century. Blumen-Aufnahmen Nach der Natur Photographirt, published in Frankfurt A. M. 

in 1901, includes around fifteen photographs by Wilhelm Weimar (1857-1917), assistant at 

the Museum für Kunst und Gewerbe in Hamburg, as mentioned in the portfolio’s cover. His 

delicate and neat compositions, as seen in his flower study of lilies (Fig. 32), were intended 

to work as visual material for the design of the arts and crafts and the early Art Nouveau134, 

                                                      
134- Museum für Kunst und Gewerbe Hamburg, ‘Herbarium. Wilhelm Weimar. The Department Photography 
in Context’, http://www.mkg-hamburg.de/en/exhibitions/archive/2014/herbarium-wilhelm-weimar.html 
[accessed June 2015]. 
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as well as the images made by the renowned German photographer Karl Bloosfeldt (1865-

1932), a pioneer in the field and admired by Modernists. Their compositions are extremely 

similar, as seen in the photograph of a thistle (Fig. 33), and indeed, research has shown that 

apparently there must have been some kind of connection between Weimar and Bloosfeldt; 

some photographs featured in several publications had been accredited to Bloosfeldt, but in 

fact they had been made by other professional photographers such as Weimar135. 

 

The fact that Arthur Silver, and later on his son Rex, used books of photographs as visual 

reference is quite significant, as it also proves the Studio’s pioneering interest in using 

photographs of flowers and studies of nature as a source of inspiration for designers, a 

practice that began to develop in France, although without much success, and some time 

after in Germany, as seen above, but not in England. 

 

The photographer Adolphe Braun (1812-1877), originally trained as an industrial designer 

and mostly known for his high quality photographic reproductions of old master paintings, 

started to take photographs of flowers around the 1850s aiming to supply natural motifs to 

designers136. His book Fleurs Photographiées was formed of six volumes containing 300 

plates of several flower arrangements, still lives and garlands. His photographs were 

awarded a gold medal at the Paris Exposition Universelle of 1855 for their usefulness in the 

textile and decorating industries137. 

 

At the same time, Charles Aubry (1811-1877) was also taking photographs of flowers with 

the same purpose. Like Braun, Aubry was trained as industrial designer in the field of French 

textile manufacturing, and for many years he produced drawing patterns for carpets, 

wallpapers and fabric manufacturers138. In 1864 he created his own company attempting to 

produce plaster casts and photographs of plants and flowers to improve the industrial arts. 

By that time, the roles had reversed and France was going through a similar process of 

reforming design education, which had revolutionised the arts education and manufacture in 

England after the Great Exhibition of 1851. It is possible, therefore, that Aubry aimed to 

contribute to the improvement of the design manufacture with his floral arrangements139. 

 

                                                      
135- R. Knipper, ‘The Karl Bloosfeldt Collection at the Berlin University of the Arts. Teaching materials for arts 
and crafts classes’ (Berlin: Universität der Künste Berlin, 2009), p. 10. 
Accessible online through: 
https://www.yumpu.com/en/document/view/2594478/the-karl-blossfeldt-collection-at-the-berlin-university-
blossfeldtinfo/15 [accessed June 2015]. 
136- N. Rosenblum, ‘Adolph Braun: A 19th century career in photography’, in History of Photography, Vol. 3, 
number 4 (Oxford: Taylor & Francis, October 1979), p. 360. 
137- Rosenblum, ‘Adolph Braun: A 19th century career in photography’, p. 360. 
138- E.A. McCauley, ‘Photographs for Industry: The Career of Charles Aubry’, in The J. Paul Getty Museum 
Journal, Vol. 14 (Los Angeles: The J. Paul Getty Trust, 1986), p. 158. 
139- McCauley, ‘Photographs for Industry: The Career of Charles Aubry’, pp. 159-161. 
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Although Adolphe Braun was the most influential, other French photographers attempted to 

make photographs to be used by designers within the textile manufacture as well, such as 

Hippolyte Bayard (1801-1887), Henri Le Secq (1818-1882), Alphonse Jeanrenaud (active 

1860s), and the firm Bolotte and Martin140. However, neither Braun nor Aubry, nor any other 

photographer succeed in establishing photography as the new reference for designers. 

Photographs of flowers did not have a good reception among designers, mainly because 

they preferred traditional sources, such as botany journals, but also because photographs 

were not linear enough for them and were unable to reproduce colour. As previously seen, 

photography’s monochromy was the main limitation of the medium, which was not useful for 

designers who relied upon colour and linear patterns141. 

 
In England, apart from his portraits and photographs of paintings previously seen, Frederick 

Hollyer developed a series of photographs of flowers and nature studies, which are now at 

the Cadbury Research Library, in the Alma-Tadema Archive, and at the Victoria and Albert 

Museum, which holds only one of Hollyer’s flower studies (Fig. 34). However, little is known 

about his work on nature studies and whether he aimed to develop this same new branch of 

photography in England that Braun, Aubry and others attempted to establish in France. 

 
To conclude, as seen throughout this chapter, Arthur Silver developed the Silver Studio 

aiming to produce designs for any kind of material used in home decoration. However, 

contrary to the Arts and Crafts and Aesthetic ideals, he based his project on industrial 

manufacture. Besides, he introduced as a visual reference for designers one of the most 

successful inventions of the century, becoming a pioneer in the use of photography in the 

process of design.  

 

For all the reasons detailed in this chapter, it is not possible to prove that a particular design 

was based on a particular photograph. However, it can be said that the mere existence of 

this kind of visual material in the Studio’s collection proves that photography was indeed used 

as inspirational source in the process of design. 

 

  

                                                      
140- A.E. Havinga, ‘Charles Aubry's "Poppies": The Floral Photograph as Model for Artists and Designers’, in 
Journal of the Museum of Fine Arts, Vol. 4 (Boston: Museum of Fine Arts, 1992), p. 86. 
141- Ídem., pp. 92-93. 



 

37 
 

CONCLUSION 

 

The opportunity of working at Tate Britain’s Curatorial Department conducting research for 

the forthcoming exhibition on British art and photography has facilitated the area of research 

approached in this essay, which had remained largely unexplored. Although the use of 

photography in the field of British fine arts has been thoroughly researched and showcased 

in several exhibitions, in Britain and abroad, the use of photography to design the British 

decorative arts has frequently gone unnoticed. Taking the exhibition as starting point, this 

essay has gone a step further by analysing the use of photography within the context of the 

decorative arts, providing several connections between photography and the work of 

designers, as well as a case study based on a design studio. 

 

In order to approach the relationship between photography and the decorative arts, this 

essay has firstly analysed the use of photography within the context of the fine arts, 

particularly Pre-Raphaelitism and Aestheticism. Secondly, it has analysed the connection 

between photography and the decorative arts, particularly the Arts and Crafts Movement and 

the Silver Studio collection. This structure has allowed the essay to approach the relationship 

between photography and the British fine and decorative arts with a wide scope, from the 

early 1840s to the 1900s.  

 

Additionally, this chronological scheme has observed the shifts in the uses of photography in 

relationship to art and design, as well as in the perception and representation of nature by 

artists and designers, and in the manufacturing of natural ornamental patterns. As seen 

throughout this essay, photography emerged by the time Ruskin was encouraging the close 

observation of nature and early Pre-Raphaelites aimed to achieve visual truth. With 

Aestheticism, the ideal of ‘truth to nature’ shifted into the idealisation of art, beauty and 

nature. Those principles materialised in the form of the ‘House Beautiful’ by the Arts and 

Crafts Movement, which promoted hand-made manufacturing and artisanal goods. At the 

same time, the craze for Japonisme and the later blossoming of Art Nouveau would 

contribute to encourage Aesthetic ideals that were eventually acquired and distributed on a 

large scale by the Silver Studio. Contrary to the idealised Arts and Crafts artisanal 

manufacturing, this London design studio was based on industrial mass-production. 

 

Photography was indeed present in all these interlocked circles and movements. Pre-

Raphaelites, Aestheticists, Arts and Crafts followers and industrial designers benefited from 

the many applications of photography. Ruskin used the invention for recording and closely 

observing architecture in danger of destruction; for Millais, photography proved useful 

throughout his entire career in aiding his painting process. Other artists such as Rossetti also 
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used photography as working tool, but in addition for commercial purposes. As seen in this 

essay, the reproduction of works of art was frequent within Pre-Raphaelite and Aesthetic 

circles. 

 

In the field of the Arts and Crafts, William Morris was also acquainted with the medium and 

developed his last project, the Kelmscott Press, with the aid of photography. However, as 

seen with the Silver Studio, it was not until the 1880s that photography, particularly 

photographs of flower studies, began to be used in England as a source of inspiration for 

designers, a practice that other European countries had attempted to develop, although 

unsuccessfully. 

 

The examination of the photographic sources from the Silver Studio collection has allowed 

this dissertation to conclude, not only that photography was indeed used to design the 

decorative arts in Britain, but also that the use of photography within the context of the fine 

and decorative arts shifted over time. Initially regarded as a mere working tool to aid the 

process of painting and design, photography had eventually become a source of inspiration 

for designers and a significant visual reference. This proves that, despite the differences 

between photography and design, both disciplines merged together at least for a short period 

of time in the history of British photography. 
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