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Directors’ Foreword

It is fitting that the first collaboration in the field of photography between
The Metropolitan Museum of Art, the National Gallery of Art, and The

J. Paul Getty Museum should concern a photographer so thoroughly inter-
twined with the broader art of his time as Roger Fenton. Trained as a painter
in London and Paris, linked in aesthetic spirit to Turner and Constable,
inspired by the Orientalist fantasies of Ingres and Delacroix, the land-
scapes of David Cox, and the still lifes of George Lance, Fenton is at home
in the company of artists known and admired by our museums’ visitors.
He was, moreover, one of photography’s supreme artists—not only of the
nineteenth century or in Britain, but in the entire history of the medium.
His perfect technique and unerring choice of vantage point and lighting
conditions allowed him to render the smallest details while at the same
time conveying a sense of monumentality, and thus to imbue his pictures
with both delicacy and sublime power.

This catalogue takes its title, Al the Mighty World, from William
Wordsworth’s “Lines Written a Few Miles above Tintern Abbey,” an ode to
nature in which the author declares himself “A lover of the meadows and the
woods, / And mountains; and of all that we behold / From this green earth; of
all the mighty world / Of eye and ear, both what they half-create, / And what
perceive.” The poet’s words find an echo in the reverence for nature so evident
in Fenton’s landscapes, and, even more aptly, they suggest the photographer’s
grand ambition and broad reach. In the course of a single decade, Fenton
mastered every photographic genre. He produced majestic architectural views
of England’s ruined abbeys and her stately homes, Romantic depictions of the
countryside, moving reportage of the Crimean War (the first extensive series
of war photographs), intimate portraits of Queen Victoria and her family,
enchanting Orientalist tableaux, and astonishingly lush still lifes. Fenton
helped shape the early progress of the medium in other ways as well. He
served as the official photographer of the British Museum, being the first to

hold such a position in any museum; he fought for the extension of copyright

protection to photographs; and he was the principal force behind the estab-
lishment of what would eventually become the Royal Photographic Society.
Our deepest thanks go to the many individual and institutional lenders
who have generously shared their prized photographs, allowing us to repre-
sent the artist at his very highest level of achievement. We are also grateful
to the exhibition’s curators, Sarah Greenough, Gordon Baldwin, and Malcolm
Daniel, for the dedicated work that went into the organization of the exhibi-
tion and for the benefit of their scholarship and connoisseurship. Three guest
authors, Roger Taylor, Pam Roberts, and Richard Pare, made important and
eloquent contributions. We also thank the staffs of our three institutions
and of Tate Britain for their efforts on behalf of the exhibition and catalogue.
The Metropolitan Museum is very much indebted to The Hite Foundation
for its generosity toward this exhibition. The Museum also thanks The
Andrew W. Mellon Foundation, whose publications endowment provided
support for this catalogue. The National Gallery of Art would like to express
appreciation to the Trellis Fund and The Ryna and Melvin Cohen Family
Foundation for their support of the exhibition, and to the Federal Council on
the Arts and the Humanities for providing an indemnity for the exhibition.
Both in his own work and through his advocacy for the medium, Fenton
sought to establish photography as the equal of other, long-established fine

arts. A century and a half later, we derive profound pleasure from his success.

Philippe de Montebello
Director, The Metropolitan Museum of Art

Earl A. Powell III
Director, National Gallery of Art

Deborah Gribbon
Director, The J. Paul Getty Museum; Vice President, J. Paul Getty Trust
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A Note on Early Photographic Techniques

In 1889, barely a dozen years before Roger Fenton took up the camera,
two wholly different photographic processes were announced to the public:
the daguerreotype in France and photogenic drawing in England.

The daguerreotype process was perfected and promoted by the painter,
printmaker, and stage designer Louis-Jacques-Mandé Daguerre. In this
process a highly polished silver-plated sheet of copper was sensitized with
iodine fumes, exposed in a camera to record the desired object, developed
over heated mercury vapors, and fixed with salt water or hypo (sodium
thiosulfate). Each daguerreotype was a unique and dazzlingly detailed
image. Although wildly popular in France and America, daguerreotypy
was little practiced in England, where a patent restricted its use, and there
is no indication that Fenton ever tried his hand at the process.

Instead, Fenton practiced various photographic techniques that all
stemmed from the inventions of William Henry Fox Talbot. Prompted by
Daguerre’s announcement of his invention in January 1839, Talbot had
scrambled to perfect and publish a completely different process, photogenic
drawing, with which he had been experimenting for five years. His process
involved immersing a sheet of fine writing paper in salt water and then,
when dry, coating it with a solution of silver nitrate, thus forming light-
sensitive silver chloride in the paper. Placed inside a camera, the paper
darkened gradually wherever it was struck by light, eventually becoming a
tonally reversed picture——what later came to be called a negative. Talbot’s
early exposures were lengthy, sometimes lasting hours, and the results
were generally pale images in shades of yellow or purple.

In September 1840 Talbot discovered that even an exposure of mere sec-
onds left a latent image that could be brought out—"“developed,” we would
now say—by immersion in an “exciting liquid” (gallic acid). Paper negatives
produced in this way were not absolutely transparent; their fibrous texture
had a tendency to blur details and exaggerate the contrast between lights

and darks, creating effects that some found more artistic than the cold

Xi1

precision of the daguerreotype. But the principal advantage of Talbot’s
paper negative process, which he patented as the calotype or Talbotype, was
the fact that multiple positive prints could be made from a single negative.

Although protected by patent restrictions in both England and France,
Talbot’s calotype process was nevertheless taken up in the late 1840s by
French artists, who came up with variations that in the judgment of the
French courts fell outside the bounds of Talbot’s patent claims. It was one
such variation, Gustave Le Gray’s waxed-paper-negative process, that
Fenton saw practiced in Paris in 1851 and subsequently used for his earli-
est photographs. In Le Gray’s process, the paper support was infused with
wax prior to sensitization to create a more homogeneous texture, give
added transparency to the negative, and cause the photosensitive chemicals
to sit on the surface of the paper rather than being absorbed by the paper
fibers. This technique not only yielded a crisper image but also allowed the
photographer to prepare his negatives days or weeks in advance of their
use, making it particularly practical for travel photography. Fenton utilized
Le Gray’s process when traveling through Russia in 1852.

By the time Fenton took up photography, there was an alternative to the
paper negative process, and after returning from Russia late in 1852 he used
the new method exclusively. Producing a sharper image but more complex
to carry out, this glass negative process, also called wet plate, wet collo-
dion, or wet collodion on glass, had been published in 1851 by Frederick
Scott Archer. The new method combined the precision of the daguerreotype
with the reproducibility of the calotype, and it required an exposure time of
seconds rather than minutes. In this procedure the photographer coated a
sheet of glass with a layer of collodion (cellulose nitrate, also called gun-
cotton, dissolved in ether) and sensitized it in a solution of silver salts. Since
the plate had to be prepared, the picture taken, and the negative developed
all before the collodion dried, it was necessary to take a portable darkroom

when photographing outside the studio. Despite the difficulties of this



process, its results were considered so superior that by the end of the 1850s
it had almost completely replaced both the calotype and the daguerreotype
methods, even for campaigns such as Fenton’s in the Crimea, where the use
of an on-site darkroom might seem especially onerous.

While the process of taking a photograph was undergoing changes, meth-
ods for printing the image from the negative were also evolving. Prints made
from paper negatives in the 1840s and early 1850s were most often salted
paper prints, or salt prints. Although many individual recipes existed—each
photographer learning over time that a dash of this or a few drops of that
changed the sensitivity, color, or permanence of his prints—the basic process
was the one outlined by Talbot. A sheet of paper sensitized with salt and sil-
ver nitrate was placed behind a negative and pressed tightly in a glass frame;
the frame was set in the sun for as long as twenty minutes to “print out”;
finally, the print was “fixed” in a bath of hypo (sodium thiosulfate). Salted
paper prints are usually warm in color and have a velvety, matte surface
because the silver particles that make up the image are nestled in and around
the paper fibers. Fenton’s Russian and Crimean pictures, most of his British
Museum prints, and a few of his other works were produced by this method.

In the course of the 1850s, salted paper prints gradually gave way to
albumen silver prints, or albumen prints—the medium Fenton used for
the majority of his architectural, landscape, tableau-vivant, and still-life
compositions. This type of print was made by coating a sheet of paper
with a binder of egg white, then sensitizing it with silver salts and printing
it in the sun in the same manner as the salt print. Albumen silver prints
perfectly render the fine detail and continuous tones of glass negatives.
These prints have a shinier surface than salted paper prints, and the high-
lights have often yellowed with age.

Whether made from a paper or a glass negative and whether a salt or an
albumen print, every one of Fenton’s photographs was contact printed:

the positive print was made by direct contact with the negative and was

not enlarged. Thus, Fenton’s unusually large prints, about 14 x 17 inches,
were printed from glass negatives of the same size; and all of the photo-
graphic manipulations, such as evenly coating and sensitizing the plate,
became far more difficult as the size of the image increased. Of course, all
of the attendant equipment, from the camera itself to the negative holders,
trays, printing frames, and the like, took on a similarly cumbersome scale
to accommodate such a large ambition.

Because both salted paper prints and albumen silver prints were recog-
nized at the time as being subject to fading, in the 1850s many photogra-
phers worked to develop a way to print photographic images using printer’s
ink rather than light-sensitive chemicals. The photogalvanograph was one
of many such photogravure processes. Developed by Paul Pretsch and
patented in 1854, this technique combined photography and electroplating
to produce an etched metal plate that could be printed, like a traditional
engraving, on an intaglio press. In 1856 Fenton joined Pretsch in a failed
commercial venture to exploit this process for photographic publishing.
Although more permanent than traditional photographic prints, photo-
galvanographs lacked the finesse and tonal subtlety of chemically produced
prints and often required intervention by hand.

Part of the motivation for developing a practical photogravure process
had been to integrate the printing of photographic images into the pre-
existing procedures of the commercial printing industry. Instead, in the
late 1850s and early 1860s a whole new photographic printing industry
developed, capable of mass-producing pictures for widespread distribu-
tion as individual works, tourist souvenirs, or book illustrations. Thus
during the scant decade of Fenton’s career, 1852 to 1860, photography
underwent enormous technical changes and ultimately a shift of emphasis

from handcrafted technique to industrialized production.

Malcolm Daniel
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“A New Starting Point”: Roger Fenton’s Life

SARAH GREENOUGH

he eighty-third annual exhibition of the Royal Academy opened in

London on May 2, 1851, with a private viewing of the more than

thirteen hundred works on display.’ The academy was especially

proud of its new installation, in which paintings were hung in the more ele-
gant and commodious of the rooms and architectural designs relegated to
the decidedly unwelcoming “hall of torture.”” Although the exhibition was
hailed as “the best that has adorned these walls for many years,” it was
apparently not good enough for the fortunes of one young and struggling
English painter, Roger Fenton.’ In the previous two years Fenton’s submis-
sions had been entirely overlooked; this time his entry, There’s music in his
very steps as he comes up the stairs, was at least mentioned in one review.” But
the critic, while acknowledging the head and petticoat of the figure to be
“admirably painted,” thought that the meticulous execution of the draperies
and accessories overwhelmed the piece; criticized the “affected title”; and dis-
missed the work.’

Fenton’s career up to this point had been checkered. Although in 1839 he
had begun to prepare for a career in the law, he seems to have put this work
aside to pursue painting in Paris and London. By 1851, however, Fenton was
thirty-two years old, married, the father of two young girls, and plagued by
professional indecision.® Perhaps in acknowledgment of his less-than-stellar
abilities as a painter, he had earlier in the year resumed his law studies, and a
week after the opening of the Royal Academy exhibition he was called to the
bar, that is, admitted to the legal profession. Yet by the summer of 1852,

Opposite: Fig. 1. Roger Fenton, The Long Walk (detail), 1860; see pl. 82

only twelve months later, Fenton had not only discovered a new profession—
photography—and established himself as a leading figure in its growing
community but had also awakened a passionate, ambitious commitment
unknown in his earlier life. l
The year 1851 was a pivotal one not only for Fenton but also for
England as a whole. May 1, 1851, the day before the opening of the Royal
Academy show, was proclaimed by Queen Victoria “one of the greatest and
most glorious days of our lives.”” On that day she and Prince Albert
opened the celebrated and influential Great Exhibition of the Works of
Industry of All Nations in the newly constructed Crystal Palace in Hyde
Park. Although the previous few decades had brought violent upheavals on
the Continent, England experienced only peaceful democratic changes, and
at midcentury it was the most advanced nation on earth, with a military
reach that extended around the world. Prince Albert, who had helped to
shape the exhibition, hoped it would foster world peace by promoting
friendly exchange between countries, but in reality it became a showplace
for England’s new technological prowess—its impressive new machines
and its other wondrous inventions—as well as an implicit advertisement
for the strength of its political system. Within the enormous structure, the
newest, most powerful locomotives and blast furnaces, the fastest printing
presses and carding machines, the strongest telescopes and microscopes, as
well as the sensational American sewing machine and electric telegraph
greeted the more than six million visitors who viewed the exhibition
before its close in October of that year. The exhibition was “a new starting
point,” Prince Albert proclaimed, “from which all nations will be able to

direct their further exertions.”®



But while this new starting point celebrated the triumph of both
England and the machine age, it also highlighted the profound dilemma fac-
ing contemporary artists. The Industrial Revolution had transferred money
from the aristocracy and gentry to the new industrialists of the north, in
Manchester, Liverpool, Leeds, and elsewhere, who eagerly bought works of
art. However, their tastes differed from those of earlier collectors: they
sought not old master paintings but contemporary British art, not histori-
cal, allegorical, or mythological depictions but portraits, landscapes, rural
studies, and especially scenes of everyday life. In unprecedented numbers
this newly rich upper middle class amassed large collections of paintings,
often buying directly from the artists themselves.” Moreover, with an
increasing number of international fairs modeled after the Great Exhibi-
tion, a growing attendance at annual art exhibitions, and a rising middle
class with disposable income, popular artists often reaped even greater
financial rewards by also allowing their paintings to be reproduced as
engravings.'® However, this infusion of money into the art world brought
with it significant self-scrutiny. If England in the 1850s was the age of the
machine, if it was a materialistic culture enamored with science, technology,
practical inventions, and verifiable facts, what, then, was the role of art?
Aspiring to be more than merely decorative, how could it express the great
ideas of its age? How could it compete, for example, with the Crystal Palace,
Joseph Paxton’s glass-and-iron monument to the industrial age, with its
bold articulation and brazen “raw modernity”?"'

The year 1851 was a new starting point for photography in England as
well. The Great Exhibition, which was among other things the first large
public display of photographs in England, highlighted the extraordinary
appeal of the young medium, especially its seductive ability to record infor-
mation about the world and simultaneously capture the spirit of the time.
Equally apparent, though, was the poor quality of English photography.
Although England won more awards in photography at the exhibition than
any other country, this was probably an indication of the judges’ partiality
more than the true merit of the work. In their report issued the following
year, the jurors themselves noted that France was “unrivalled” in the calo-
type (the negative/positive process invented by the Englishman William
Henry Fox Talbot), while in the daguerreotype (the process invented by the

Frenchman Louis-Jacques-Mandé Daguerre), “America stands prominently

forward.” But English photography, the judges lamented, was noteworthy
only for “distinct character.”'” The exhibition raised an obvious if difficult
question: if an Englishman invented the calotype process and if other
Englishmen were able to invent, design, and manufacture some of the most
sophisticated machines and instruments ever created, why was the work of
English photographers so lamentable? If English photographers were to
keep pace with others around the world, the jurors concluded, they would
have to do far more to explore the potential applications of the medium to
art, science, and industry and demonstrate the ways in which photography
benefited mankind.

Spurred by such sentiments as well as by the widely held conviction that
the English patent system urgently needed reform, many prominent individ-
uals pressured Talbot to relinquish the restrictive patents he had placed on
his process, which required photographers to buy rights from him before
making calotypes and thus severely inhibited exploration of the art. In 1852,
Talbot agreed.ls In addition, another new starting point for photography
had surfaced at the Great Exhibition. There, among all the other inventions,
Frederick Scott Archer presented publicly for the first time his newly discov-
ered collodion process for making negatives. This technique, which com-
bined the fine detail of Daguerre’s daguerreotype with the reproducibility of
Talbot’s calotype, became the dominant method for making negatives in the
1850s. With these two developments, photography, after years of languish-
ing in England, blossomed. New practitioners, both amateur and profes-
stonal, flooded the field with their imagery, inventions, and aspirations for
the medium. They opened photographic studios in unprecedented numbers
and sold their works at seemingly ever cheaper prices; they founded photo-
graphic societies, first in London and then around the country; they orga-
nized annual exhibitions and traveling exchanges of their photographs; they
published their work, improvements, and inventions in newly established
journals dedicated to photography as well as in more general newspapers
and publications; and they distributed their photographs, often through print
or book dealers, both as individual prints and in albums and portfolios. Thus,
in a way that it never had before, photography seeped into almost every
aspect of middle-class English life.

But for many, this transformation sparked doubts as well as opportunities.

Photography satisfied the growing materialism of the age and its seemingly



insatiable appetite for the “facts, facts, facts” that Charles Dickens’s character
Thomas Gradgrind craved in Hard Times (1854), but to many minds it did so
all too quickly, with little grounding in rigorous analysis or aesthetic
scrutiny.'* In the 1840s photography in England had been fairly rigidly
divided between commercial practitioners, who usually made daguerreotype
portraits, and gentleman amateurs, who usually made calotypes.'® The for-
mer photographed purely for profit, the latter for private delectation. But by
the 1850s, as most photographers adopted the collodion process, these divi-
sions began to blur. Even more significantly, though, a new breed of photog-
rapher came to regard older practitioners of both types as obsolete and ill
equipped to imagine a transformed role for photography. These emerging
photographers sought both to professionalize the medium, enhancing its
stature and providing it with institutional supporting structures, and to
demonstrate that photography was a tool of social, political, even national
significance. The struggle between the various factions—commercial practi-
tioners, gentleman amateurs, and new professionals—was at the core of the
photographic discourse in England in the 1850s.

Roger Fenton was not only a central figure in this dialogue but also fre-
quently the catalyst for changes. One of the first and most forceful champi-
ons of the need for a learned society to support the efforts of photographers
in England and abroad, he led in the formation of the Photographic Society
and the establishment of its annual photography exhibitions. He was also
one of the photographers who demonstrated to Queen Victoria and Prince
Albert the power and potential of the new medium. The contemporary of
such innovative and dynamic figures as the Frenchmen Gustave Le Gray
(1820—1884) and Nadar (1820—1910) and the American Mathew Brady
(1823—1896), Fenton was part of the second generation of photographers,
who sought to propel the practice to a new level of maturity. Neither gentle-
man amateur nor commercial hack, he was determined to become the new
kind of photographer: a professional educated in his craft, dedicated to its art
and science, and committed to demonstrating how the medium could respond
to the advances of the modern age. The range, accomplishment, and innova-
tive vision of his photographs reveal his aspirations and establish him as one
of the most important of all English photographers. Yet for all this, his career
lasted only a little more than eleven years. Its brevity was perhaps as much a

result of the changes Fenton himself fostered as of his own restless ambition.

1819-1851

The drive from Rochdale to Burnley is one of the grandest and most interesting
things I ever did in my life . . . the cottages so old and various in form and position on
the hills—the rocks so wild and dark— and the furnaces so vast and multitudinous,
and foaming forth their black smoke like thunderclouds, mixed with the hill mist.
—John Ruskin, 1859'¢

Roger Fenton was born in 1819 into a world of intense contrasts. His birth-
place, Crimble Hall, near Bury, was several miles north of Manchester in
Lancashire, one of England’s most beautiful areas. Its open countryside and
expansive views, its hills, lowlands, and moors had captured the public imagi-
nation for many generations. But at the time of Fenton’s birth, Lancashire and
neighboring counties were being rocked by profound changes as the Indus-
trial Revolution transformed cities like Manchester and nearby Liverpool,
Leeds, Newcastle-upon-Tyne, and Sheftield into thriving hubs of manufactur-
ing and commerce. A vast network of roads, railroads, and canals was built to
transport both the raw materials consumed by numerous newly constructed
steel and cotton mills and the products they generated. Thousands of poor,
usually unskilled laborers, often from other parts of England or Ireland,
flowed into the area, and all too soon, disease, overcrowding, poverty, and
crime, accompanied by political unrest, plagued the cities.

Fenton was both removed from these changes and a part of them. His
immediate world had been built, quite literally, by his paternal grandfather,
Joseph Fenton. One of the storied generation of Manchester industrialists,
merchants, and bankers, Joseph Fenton established a bank, Fenton, Eccles,
Cunliffe & Roby, in the town of Rochdale, ten miles north of Manchester, in
1819—the year of his grandson’s birth.'” It prospered through most of the
nineteenth century and endowed Joseph Fenton with more than enough cap-
ital to pursue other, even more lucrative business ventures. In 1826, taking
advantage of the region’s many canals and plentiful sources of power, he built
a mill in Hooley Bridge, near the neighboring village of Heywood, for the
spinning and weaving of cotton and fustian. While most nineteenth-century
mills were places of desperate poverty and degradation—poor wages, long
hours, dangerous working conditions, and unregulated child labor—such
generalizations are perhaps more applicable to mills in large urban centers

than to those in villages such as Hooley Bridge, Cheesden Valley, and Hurst



Green, where Fenton also established mills (fig. 2). Because his enterprises
were somewhat removed from the seemingly endless supply of workers in
Manchester, it behooved the shrewd but decent Joseph Fenton to take care of
his labor force. In addition, unlike the mostly Anglican Manchester industri-
alists, he lived in the same community as his employees and attended the
same Congregational church where many of them worshiped; its teachings,
coupled with his liberal politics, also instilled in him a sense of civic respon-
sibility, which he clearly manifested. The mill at Hooley Bridge was fireproof
and lit by gaslight, a great novelty at the time. Fenton also built three hundred
workers’” houses, long before other industrialists erected similar villages for
their employees, and hired a schoolteacher to instruct the children. Despite
intense competition—by 1840 there were more than nine hundred mills in

Lancashire, with more than a hundred in Bury alone—the superior quality of

Fig. 2. Roger Fenton, Mill at Hurst Green, 1858. Albumen silver print, 85.2 x 43.6 cm
(18% x 17%a in.). The RPS Collection at the National Museum of Photography, Film &
Television, Bradford, 20038-5000/3145

the work produced by Fenton’s mills, their excellent commercial reputation
and large stock of manufactured goods, and his “almost unlimited capital
resources” allowed Joseph Fenton, as a local journalist noted, to become “an
immensely rich” man.'® He owned many other properties, including Crimble
Hall (fig. 8), which he gave to his older son, John; Bamford Hall, which he gave
to his second son, James; and manors in Aighton, Bailey, Chaigley, Dutton, and
Ribchester, as well as extensive landholdings and farms.” When he died in
1840 his estate was thought to be worth more than one million pounds.

Fenton was the fourth child and third son of John and Elizabeth Aipedaile
Fenton. His mother, who was from Newcastle-upon-Tyne, died at thirty-
seven, when Roger was only ten years old, but his father, who was described
as a “sterling and upright character [with] a sly, humorous disposition” and
a gifted conversationalist, quickly remarried and fathered ten more children.
Joseph Fenton had provided both his sons with a fixed income as well as sub-
stantial monetary gifts, but this does not seem to have predisposed John to
lead a life of leisure. Active in his town, he was elected at age thirty-six—on
the passing of the 1832 Reform Bill that abolished boroughs with only a
handful of votes and extended suffrage to all men of property—as a Whig
(Liberal) member of Parliament for the newly designated borough of
Rochdale. Although the challenges to a newly enfranchised MP must have
been significant, he held this position almost continuously until his retire-
ment in 1841.°° During many of the years that John was in Parliament,
Roger and his younger brother William were also in London, where Roger
studied Latin, Greek, English, mathematics, literature, and logic at Univer-
sity College from 1836 to 1840. As was common at the time for second or
third sons, Roger prepared for a career in the law, and in 1839 he was admit-
ted as a member of the Honourable Society of the Inner Temple at the Inns
of Court, one of the legal societies that controlled admission to the bar. In
1841 he began to study law, also at University College.

If character is at least in part the product of background, family, and edu-
cation, then this is the raw material Fenton was endowed with at the age of
twenty-two. As the grandson of an astute businessman and the son of a ded-
icated Liberal and committed public servant—both of them men who rel-
ished challenges, who saw opportunities and took advantage of them—and
as the child of the wild, dark hills and mills of Lancashire, he was, although

eminently prepared to pursue a conventional life, perhaps ultimately ill



suited to one. Grandfather and father had given the young Roger the finan-
cial freedom to do anything while instilling in him the belief that he need not
conform to prevailing expectations: he could forge a new path for himself,
creating, as they had, something out of nothing. Neither aristocracy nor
landed gentry, the Fentons belonged to a new breed of nineteenth-century
gentleman who eagerly adopted the advances of modern life, especially its
technological inventions and scientific discoveries, but who also passionately
embraced England’s past: its traditions, history, and political structure. It is
precisely this sense of living on the cusp between old and new, between an
order that was thoroughly known and a nascent one that was fluid, uncer-
tain, yet profoundly stimulating, that is the defining characteristic of
Fenton’s life and is at the core of his best photographs.

Unfortunately, just at this time when so many choices presented them-
selves to the young man, Fenton’s history becomes murky. Sometime in the
early 1840s he put aside his legal studies to pursue painting. If he went to
Paris as early as mid-1842—he received a passport in June of that year—he
could have, as his friend the French photography critic Ernest Lacan
asserted, studied with the history painter Paul Delaroche.?' In his large and
intensely competitive studio Delaroche trained several painters who later
became celebrated French photographers, including Charles Négre, Henri
Le Secq, and Le Gray, all of whom Fenton later greatly admired. Fenton
could have studied with Delaroche for only a year, however, since the French
painter, renowned for both his oratorical skills and his harsh criticism,
abruptly closed his atelier in the summer or fall of 1843, after a new student
died as a result of blague, or hazing.22

By August 1843 Fenton was in Yorkshire, where he married Grace
Elizabeth Maynard (fig. 4). Little is known about her. Early photographs
depicting a woman, presumably Grace, and children indicate that she sup-
ported his work and accompanied him on at least some of his photographic
expeditions. His letters to her from the Crimea, warm and occasionally jest-
ing in tone, suggest that their marriage was happy and affectionate. He called
her “honey” and their children “bairns” and concluded one letter by telling
her to “be sure of the best love of your loving husband.”*> We can deduce that
Grace was a strong, competent individual, for she endured Fenton’s long
absences in Russia and the Crimea, no easy task for a wife and mother of sev-

eral young children, and survived the undoubtedly wrenching deaths of three

Fig. 3. Roger Fenton, Crimble Hall, ca. 1856. Albumen silver print, 23.8 x 29.4 cm (9% x

11'%6 in.). Private collection

of their children.** Fenton’s devotion to her is evident in the name he chose
for their last home, in Potter’s Bar, north of London: Mount Grace.

By May 1844 Fenton was certainly in Paris, where he registered to copy
at the Louvre as a pupil of Michel-Martin Drolling.** A student of Jacques-
Louis David, Drolling (1786—1851) was a Neoclassical artist renowned for
his portraits and history paintings, especially the rather theatrical Anger of
Achilles, which won him the Prix de Rome in 1810. Throughout his long career
at the Académie Royale de Peinture et de Sculpture, Drolling espoused the
Neoclassical belief that art should instill moral and civic values and present
subjects that demonstrate heroism, patriotism, loyalty, and courage. Despite
his outmoded style he ran one of the more popular ateliers in Paris, and
several of his students, including Jules Breton and Alfred de Curzon, went on
to establish successful academic careers.

Pedagogically, in Drolling’s studio Fenton was exposed to the highly

systematized and rigorous course of study of France’s state-sponsored



Fig. 4. John Mayall (English,
1810-1901), Roger Fenton
and His Wife, ca. 1866.
Albumen silver print, carte
de visite, 9.4 x 5.9 cm (3 '/ x

2% in.). Private collection

Mayall. Photo

London & Brighton

Académie. This regimen required students to copy engravings, plaster casts,
and old master works in the studio and at the Louvre; only much later
did they advance to working from a live model and finally to painting.*®
Although as a non-French citizen Fenton was ineligible for the highly cov-
eted Prix de Rome, he was immersed in a world where students focused all
their efforts to attain this prestigious award, and he surely witnessed the
fierce competition it generated among them as well as the blatant favoritism
of the award juries.”” He must also have seen that the Prix de Rome and the
ultimate goal of this training, acceptance into the Académie, conferred a level
of official approbation rarely obtained in other professions, even though these
were more often achieved by dogged commitment than by innovative genius.

In many ways, however, Drolling was an unusual studio master, because
beyond the mastery of technique he valued individuality and understood the

importance of the rapid sketch. “Do sketches, train yourself in composition,”

he told Fenton’s fellow student Paul Baudry, “whatever ideas you've got, put
them on to paper in a single day at one stroke, and even though it’s on a small
scale, you can put into it anything you like in the way of harmony, elegance,
costumes, poetry and so forth.”?® This was useful advice for the beginner in
either painting or photography. Fenton’s only mediocre progress within this
environment, however, may be surmised from the fact that he does not
appear on any matriculation records at the Ecole des Beaux-Arts, evidence
that he never passed the qualifying concours des places*

When Fenton returned to England, probably in 1847, he sought out
another teacher, Charles Lucy (1814—1873), who was in many ways similar
to Drolling. A former student of Delaroche’s and at the Ecole, Lucy, like
Drolling, specialized in portraits and history paintings, although most of his
subjects were drawn from English history. When Fenton first began to
study with him, Lucy had recently completed his most celebrated work, The
Embarkation of the Pilgrim Fathers in the Mayflower (fig. 5), which was awarded
a prize, bestowed by Prince Albert, in the prestigious Westminster Hall
competition in 1847.%° Although an established figure in the London art
community, Lucy was only five years older than Fenton, and the two, more
friends and colleagues than master and pupil, often socialized (fig. 6).' In
December 1847 Fenton moved with his wife and two daughters into a newly
built house at 2 Albert Terrace, near Primrose Hill on the northern edge of
London, close to Lucy’s home in Tudor Lodge, a popular residence for
artists. Lucy quickly introduced Fenton to artistic issues under discussion in
England at the time and also to some leading artists, including, in early
1848, Ford Madox Brown (1821—-1898). Inspired by their training in France
and the many schools for artisans they had observed scattered throughout
Paris, these three joined with other artists to found the North London
School of Drawing and Modelling, which opened in May 1850 under the
patronage of Prince Albert (fig. 7).>* The school’s purpose was to raise the
quality of industrial design by teaching drawing and modeling to workmen,
thus enabling them to “execute the designs supplied to them with artistic
feeling and intelligence.”*® To augment their teaching program, the school’s
directors also organized exhibitions of paintings and drawings and such
crafts as pottery, bookbinding, and carving.

Fenton’s friendship with Brown, which lasted at least through 1851, was

an important one.” Brown was never an official member of the Pre-Raphaelite



Fig. 5. Charles Lucy (English, 1814—1873), The Embarkation of the Pilgrim Fathers in the

Mayflower, 1847. Oil on canvas, 304.6 x 430.8 cm (9 ft. 10% in. x 14 ft.). Pilgrim Hall Museum,

Plymouth, Massachusetts

Brotherhood founded in September 1848 by William Holman Hunt, John
Everett Millais, and Dante Gabriel Rossetti, but he was close to those
artists and espoused many of their beliefs. Like them he maintained a
devotion to visual facts and attempted to present not an idealization but
the “absolute, uncompromising truth,” as the Pre-Raphaelite champion
John Ruskin stated in 1853, “down to the most minute detail, from nature,
and from nature only.”*’ Fired by the empiricism of the age, Brown, like
the Pre-Raphaelites, prized the particular, drawing with increasing zeal
upon subjects from everyday life. And like the Pre-Raphaelites he was
convinced that art could provide moral and spiritual guidance, which led
him to fill his ever more complicated narrative paintings with obvious
symbolism and moral messages.

Although none of Fenton’s paintings appear to have survived, the Pre-
Raphaelite influence on them is obvious both in his titles and from a few

extant descriptions. His 1849 entry to the annual summer exhibition at the

Fig. 6. Roger Fenton, Charles Lucy, Grace and Annie Fenton,
London, ca. 1859. Albumen silver print, 26.7 x 24.2 cm (10% x

9% in.). Private collection

Royal Academy, entitled You must wake and call me early . . ., was inspired by
“The May Queen” by Alfred, Lord Tennyson, indicating that, like the Pre-
Raphaelites, Fenton deeply admired this man who was soon to be named
poet laureate. Fenton’s 1850 submission to the academy, The letter to Mamma:
What shall we write?, clearly depicted a subject drawn from daily life and per-
haps also carried a moral lesson, albeit a minor one. From the review of his
1851 entry, There’s music in his very steps as he comes up the stairs, we know that
he rendered his subjects with meticulous attention to detail. But this is the
last we know of Fenton’s career as a painter; although he continued to sketch
and to paint watercolors, rarely—or never—did he exhibit his paintings
again.’® Yet these ten years were hardly wasted. If youth is a period of explo-
ration and experimentation, of intense friendships and pivotal experiences,
then this was a highly productive time for Fenton; the lessons he learned, the
beliefs he established, and the aspirations he began to formulate for his art

would fuel him for the next twelve years.



Fig. 7. The North London School of Drawing and
g Modelling, Camden Town. Wood engraving, 14.9 x
\ 23.8 cm (5% x 9% in.). From Ilustrated London

1851—-1854

As an art, it is yet in its infancy . . . the uses to which it may be applied will yet be

multiplied tenfold. —Roger Fenton, 1852%7

On December 22, 1852, the opening day for the first public exhibition in
Britain devoted exclusively to photographs, Roger Fenton read a paper to
the assembled members of the Society of Arts in London, “On the Present
Position and Future Prospects of the Art of Photography.””® In a clear, brisk,
and eminently self-confident manner, fully in keeping with the man seen in
his early photographic self-portrait (frontispiece), he reviewed the many
recent technical developments—including the collodion process, albumen
prints, and waxed paper negatives—and explained the advantages and dis-
advantages of each. Much of his paper, though, was a discussion of the rela-
tionship of photography to the other arts. While many painters, he noted,

had originally viewed the camera as only a mechanical device, “a kind of
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power-loom,” most were now “enthusiastic admirers”; still, they did not
make sufficient practical use of photography in their studios. His Pre-
Raphaelite beliefs much in evidence, he insisted that “everything that is ideal,
and that constitutes expression in the human form, is translated to us mate-
rially” and therefore could someday be photographed. Surveying the devel-
opment of photography in Europe and the United States, he surnmarized the
“striking” differences between French and English photographs: “The
French pictures are of cities, fortresses, churches, palaces—the living tri-
umphs or the decaying monuments of man’s genius and pride,” while the
English ones are “representations of the peaceful village; the unassuming
church, among its tombstones and trees; the guarded oak, standing alone in
the forest; intricate mazes of tangled wood, reflected in some dark pool,” as

well as “shocks of corn . . . the wild upland pass . . . or the still lake.”*
Despite these achievements clearly embodied in the exhibited photographs,

however, Fenton declared that neither the artistic possibilities of the medium



nor its scientific, industrial, and commercial uses had been sufficiently
explored, nor had the chemistry of the process been extensively analyzed.
The medium would never advance beyond this youthful stage, he concluded,
until a professional, learned society was established, comparable to those
that existed for painters, architects, or engineers, where artists, researchers,
scientists, and practitioners could freely exchange information.

A clarion call to his generation of photographers, Fenton’s speech was
also an audacious display of expertise made all the more remarkable by the
fact that he had been practicing photography for a little over a year at most.
From his dual vantage point—as a painter steeped in the academic tradition
and as a member of a movement promoting the educational function of
art—Fenton clearly understood that the practice of photography must
change if it was to keep pace with the rapidly changing culture. It must shed
its status as quaint curiosity or commercial service and transform itself
into a thoroughly modern profession that both expressed and responded
to the concerns of English society. From 1851 through 1855 Fenton worked
vigorously to effect these changes and to establish himself as a new kind
of photographer, a professional artist whose photographs would capture
subjects of both picturesque interest and historical importance and whose
work would serve photography, the arts, the monarchy, ultimately the
nation itself.

When Fenton began to photograph is unclear, but he was most likely
inspired to do so after seeing photographs displayed at the Great Exhibition
in 1851.* In one of those remarkable intersections of time, place, and per-
sonality, the challenges to photography revealed at the exhibition obviously
intrigued the then somewhat adrift Fenton. Discouraged with his career as a
painter and ambivalent at best about the prospect of returning to the law, he
may well have seen photography as a burgeoning field, full of promise and
opportunities. In October of that year he traveled to Paris and sought out
Le Gray, one of the leading French photographers of the period, and his
student and colleague Auguste Mestral. They had just returned from a
three-month tour of southern France, where as part of what is now called
the Mission Héliographique they had photographed buildings of historic
importance for the Commission des Monuments Historiques.*' One of the
first and certainly most ambitious government-sponsored programs for pho-

tography, the Mission Héliographique sought to provide a visual census of

France’s rich architectural heritage, especially its ancient and medieval
monuments. In May 1851, after extensive deliberation, the mission com-
missioned five photographers to travel throughout the country and photo-
graph specifically designated buildings: Edouard Baldus, Hippolyte Bayard,
Le Secq, Le Gray, and Mestral. Le Gray and Mestral also used the trip to
perfect Le Gray’s newly invented waxed-paper-negative process. Earlier that
year Le Gray had discovered that sealing the negative paper with wax before
sensitizing allowed the sheet to absorb the liquid chemicals more uniformly,
without the spots, blemishes, and inconsistencies that had characterized
Talbot’s calotype process. The resulting waxed paper negatives were, more-
over, exceptionally translucent, with a rich, subtle tonal range. And this is
what Fenton saw when he arrived at Le Gray’s studio in October 1851: not
finished prints, seamless and complete, but “several hundred negatives,” oth-
erworldly in their reversal of tones yet cogent in their articulation of scenes
and facts, and immensely potent.*” Entranced, Fenton immediately adopted
Le Gray’s process and, after consultation with other French photographers,
began to make it his own.*

Fenton was one of the dozens who flocked to Le Gray’s studio to learn
more about photography. He may have seen Le Gray’s announcement, at the
beginning of his 1850 publication Traité pratique de photographie sur papier et
sur verre, urging “those persons who might be impeded by some difficulty” to
visit him at his studio at 7, chemin de Ronde, barriére de Clichy; or he may
simply have heard of the highly regarded school.** Resembling in many ways
a painter’s atelier, Le Gray's was an “advanced school,” as L. Maufras
recounted a few years later, “one of the most frequented in Paris. . . . The most
aristocratic hands from the capital and from abroad came, without compunc-
tion, to dirty themselves there with silver nitrate. . . . Scientists and artists
came there in droves as well,” all too happy to pay the four hundred francs
that Le Gray charged most pupils.*’

At Le Gray’s studio Fenton found not just a school but a model on which
he could base his own career. Le Gray was a professional photographer who
had devised numerous ways to support himself and his family: in addition to
collecting fees from his students he made portraits at his studio, photo-
graphed works of art (paintings, sculpture, and architecture), and received
official commissions, like that from the Mission Héliographique or one to pho-

tograph the distribution of the regimental standards on the Champs-de-Mars
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in 1852. Moreover, he benefited from his close association with Prince-
President Louis-Napoléon, who became Emperor Napoléon III in December
1852. Perhaps of greatest importance to Fenton was that Le Gray was a
professional—indeed, commercial-—photographer who had not in any way
lowered his standards or degraded his art. Nothing like the common com-
mercial daguerreotypists Fenton may have encountered in the 1840s, Le Gray,
trained as a painter, was passionately committed to the art of photography.
Le Gray's “deepest wish,” he wrote, was “that photography, instead of falling
within the domain of industry, of commerce, will be included among the arts.
That is its sole, true place, and it is in that direction that I shall always
endeavor to guide it.”*®

While in Paris that fall, Fenton also visited the Société Héliographique
established only nine months earlier, in January 1851. Temporarily located
in five rooms on the top floor of the house of its generous president, Baron
Benito de Montfort, the Société Héliographique provided its members with a
studio, a laboratory, and a small gallery where “choice specimens of the art”
were displayed; photographic chemicals were manufactured and sold in a
shop on the ground floor. The offices of La Lumiére, the weekly journal that
published the proceedings of the society, were also located there. Fenton
approvingly noted that the Société Héliographique’s members included
“many of the most distinguished of the French artists, who, as a body, have
been much more quick than our own in appreciating the great advantages
which this science presents to the careful and conscientious interpreter of
nature.”*” Both Eugene Delacroix and Désiré Albert Barre were members of
the society, along with writers—Jules Champfleury, for example—and many
other prominent Parisians.

Fenton learned one more critical lesson on his 1851 trip to Paris: he saw
that many French photographers had their work printed by others. Perhaps
recalling his grandfather’s businesses, he quickly came to believe that with
photography, as with “every other pursuit, the most complete results are
obtained by the division of labour.” The great challenge of obtaining a satis-
factory negative, he noted, made most photographers far more eager to
record “some new object than to proceed immediately to the multiplication of
the positive copies.”*® Thus from early on in his career he separated the two
processes and placed his emphasis on the creation of the negative rather than

the making of the print. “Why,” he asked in 1852, “should not the reproduc-
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tion of these positive photographs be as distinct an occupation from the mak-
ing of the negative type, as is the engraving of a steel plate, from the taking
of impressions of it upon paper?”*’

Fired by all that he had seen and learned in Paris, Fenton returned to
London in the fall of 1851 intent on enacting an ambitious program. From
early 1852 through early 1855 he worked simultaneously on many different
projects: he made photographs for ever more prestigious clients, publishing
his work and circulating it to colleagues in Europe; he wrote articles on pho-
tography; he helped found a photographic society; and he organized exhibi-
tions of his own and others’ photographs. All of these activities were
intended to foster understanding and appreciation of the medium in general
and Fenton’s work in particular. Capitalizing on the enthusiasm for photog-
raphy generated by the Great Exhibition and the vacuum left in its wake, he
perceived that the field needed an accomplished, articulate leader with a clear
vision of the future and the medium’s potential; and he worked with intense
dedication to become that person.

Recognizing that a professional organization was critical to his success,
Fenton published his “Proposal for the Formation of a Photographical
Society” in the Chemist in March 1852, soon after his return from France.”
Modeled closely on the Société Héliographique, the organization envisioned
by the liberal Fenton would not discriminate by class or profession but
would be composed of “men of all ranks,” photographers both amateur and
professional, as well as artists, chemists, opticians, and all others committed
to the “advantageous study” of the art. It would have a laboratory, a library,
and a place to hold regular meetings and exhibitions of photographs, and it
would publish not only a journal of its proceedings but also annual albums
of members’ work. While nearly two hundred people contacted him express-
ing interest, Fenton and his collaborators, including the photographer
Robert Hunt, the artist and amateur photographer Sir William Newton, and
the inventor Charles Wheatstone, knew that there were numerous hurdles to
surmount.’’ First, in order to achieve the necessary stature and attract
prominent members, a photographic organization needed the support of
another learned society. Fortunately, the active and influential Society of Arts,
which included many of London’s leading artists, scientists, and cultural
figures, was eager to give that support and in June 1852 formed a provi-

sional committee, including Fenton, Hunt, and Wheatstone, to establish the



new society. But an even greater challenge, as everyone knew, was posed by

Talbot’s rigorous pursuit of any infringements on his patent on the calotype.
Hunt's communications with Talbot in the spring of 1852 became acrimo-
nious. However, Sir Charles Eastlake—president of the Royal Academy,
director of the National Gallery, and a member of the Society of Arts—
stepped in and brokered an agreement.’® In July, at Talbot's request,
Eastlake and the noted astronomer Lord Rosse (William Parsons), “the
acknowledged heads of the artistic and scientific world,” petitioned Talbot to
relax his patent so that the art he had “invented [might7] flourish as much as
possible.”’> At the first meeting of the Photographic Society several months
later, on January 20, 1853, Eastlake was elected president (after Talbot
declined the honor) and Fenton, in recognition of his critical work on behalf

of the organization, honorary secretary. (For further discussion of Fenton’s

Fig. 8. Roger Fenton, Billboards and Scaffolding,
Saint Mark’s Church, Albert Road, 1852. Salted

paper print from paper negative, 14.4 x 20.5 cm
(56 x 8¢ in.). From the Paul Jeuffrain album,
p. 22. Société Francaise de Photographie, Paris

involvement with the Photographic Society, see “The Exertions of Mr. Fenton”
by Pam Roberts in this volume.)

Concurrently, Fenton was perfecting his own photography. While in Paris
in October 1851 he had made collodion negatives and experimented with
Le Gray’s waxed paper process, but his first dated photographs are from
February 18, 1852.** These salt prints from waxed paper negatives include
views near his home in London (figs. 8, 20)—Regent’s Park, Albert Road, Saint
Mark’s Church-—and five rather stiff, hesitant portraits, perhaps including
ones of his wife or a sister-in-law and a daughter, posed against simple drop
cloths, as well as a self-portrait. In photographing the Zoological Gardens
near his home in London later that summer, he used a stereoscopic camera
that took two successive photographs from viewpoints several inches apart,

which, when looked at in Wheatstone’s reflecting stereoscope viewer, gave
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Fig. 9. Roger Fenton, A Posthouse, Kiev, 1852. Salted paper print, 36 x 28 cm (14/% x
11 in.). Collection Centre Canadien d’Architecture /Canadian Centre for Architecture,

Montréal, PH1985.0693

the illusion of three-dimensional depth. Significantly, Fenton almost immedi-
ately circulated and published his photographs. He sent examples of his first
dated works to a colleague in France, Paul Jeuffrain, and the following year sent
photographs to Lacan in Paris, who exhibited them in his home.”® In October
and November of 1852, when he had been photographing for only a year,
Fenton published six works in The Photographic Album, a two-part portfolio
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issued by the London publisher David Bogue. Made in Gloucester and
Cheltenham, they were of picturesque sites in the region and included
Tewkesbury Abbey, The Plough Inn at Prestbury, and The Village Stocks. The press
roundly criticized his efforts. Fenton had “much yet to learn,” the Illustrated
London News opined, while the Athenaeum said the “indistinctness of the objects
in the foreground” in one print gave them the appearance of “being mildewed”
and the Art-Journallamented that Fenton had “aimed only at making the best of
bad subjects” rather than selecting ones of “large—of national interest.”*

These criticisms fell on deaf ears, however, for Fenton had already
embarked on a bold photographic expedition. On September 24, 1852, he
reached Kiev, arriving there a week after his friend Charles Blacker Vignoles
(1793-1875), an engineer, to photograph the suspension bridge Vignoles
was building over the Dnieper River for Czar Nicholas I. From the time
work began on the bridge in 1848, the artist John Cooke Bourne had been
employed to make sketches for the often-absent engineer and his demanding
patron. Bourne also learned how to make daguerreotypes and calotypes—no
doubt encouraged by Vignoles, an amateur photographer who understood
the valuable role photography could play in the project.”” Yet as the bridge
neared completion, Vignoles clearly felt the need for more extensive photo-
graphic documentation of it. While the challenges Fenton encountered in
making the photographs did not rival those Vignoles faced in constructing
the bridge itself, they were formidable, especially for such a novice. With no
prior experience in orchestrating such a complex undertaking or in making
waxed paper negatives under adverse conditions, Fenton had to transport
quantities of photographic equipment and chemicals and at least two cam-
eras, including a large one used to make stereo views, over the hundreds of
miles that separated Russia from England, and he had to cope with the dim
light and often bitter cold of a Russian autumn.*® That he was able to make
any photographs at all is a testament to his perseverance and drive, coupled
with what must have been fastidious planning; that he did so successfully is
an indication of the remarkable progress he had made in only a few months,
especially the lessons he had learned from using a stereo camera.”

The photographs Fenton made in Kiev, and later in Moscow and else-
where, demonstrate a new level of competence and maturity. As their
titles—among them, Moscow, Domes of Churches in the Kremlin; Walls of the

Kremlin, Moscow; and A Posthouse, Kiev (pls. 2, 4, fig. 9)—make clear, he was now



treating subjects of more than enough “national interest” and picturesque
vitality to satisfy the Art-Journal. Far more comfortable with his cameras
and more confident of his technique, Fenton now began to consider such
issues as how camera vision differs from human vision and how to construct
compositions of the many-colored world using only the monochromatic
palette of a photographer. Displaying a newly sophisticated understanding
of space, no doubt the result of his recent work with stereo photographs, he
now employed dramatically receding diagonal lines to translate the illusion of
three-dimensional depth onto a two-dimensional surface. Now understand-
ing that his waxed paper negatives were not equally sensitive to all colors
and that the monochromatic, matte surface of a salt print could further blur
contours, he began to construct his images so that near and far objects echo
each other in shape and pattern. And, now appreciating the power of empty
space, he alternated voids with densely packed forms, thus energizing his
compositions and giving them a sense of life. Only a few months after mak-
ing the “mildewed” studies of Gloucester and Cheltenham, Fenton had come
to recognize that a camera and photographic materials would not allow him
to depict the world in the same way a painter does. Instead of struggling to
make photography into something it was not, from this point forward he
eagerly embraced it for all that it could become.

On his return to London that fall, Fenton showed some of his Russian
work in the December exhibition of photographs at the Society of Arts.
Comprising some four hundred photographs, the exhibition had been pro-
posed by the book publisher and amateur photographer Joseph Cundall
(1818—1875) and organized by Cundall, Fenton, and Philip Henry
Delamotte (1820-1889), a photographer and illustrator. Although initially
scheduled to be open for only a little more than two weeks, the show unex-
pectedly tapped into the public’s fascination with both photography and
exhibitions and because of its popularity was extended through the end of
January 1853, while growing to include over eight hundred works.?” This
lesson in public taste was not lost on either the Society of Arts or the
organizing photographers themselves.’’ In the months immediately there-
after, the Society of Arts circulated a smaller version of the exhibition,
which included several of Fenton’s photographs, to many similar societies
around England. More daring was Cundall and Delamotte’s opening of the

Photographic Institution on New Bond Street, London, where they pre-

sented exhibitions of photographs that were for sale, with catalogues listing
a price for each work. Fenton himself showed a number of photographs,
including more than twenty views made in Russia, at the institution’s open-
ing exhibition in April 1853—the first commercial display of photographs
in England.®® (For further discussion of Fenton’s exhibitions and their criti-
cal reception, see “A Most Enthusiastic Cultivator of His Art” by Roger
Taylor in this volume.)

Cundall, Delamotte, and Fenton quickly discovered, however, that selling
photographs was a tricky business. Since the early 1840s commercial por-
trait photographers had fulfilled the public’s desire for cheap likenesses, but
the sale of other kinds of photographs had been slow to catch on in Britain.
By the early 1850s, however, members of the Victorian middle class, with
far more disposable income than previous generations, were eager to own
both reproductions of works of art and original prints. They purchased
prints of all types, from cheap, crude woodcuts to more expensive engrav-
ings, etchings, and color lithographs (a newly invented, very popular
medium). Hoping to tap into this burgeoning market, Delamotte and
Fenton sought an audience for their work distinct from the clientele of the
hack commercial portraitist. In an advertisement that appeared in the cata-
logue of the Photographic Institution’s first exhibition, Delamotte
described in detail the customers these new professional photographers
envisioned for their work. They were people who wished to have portraits
with “the appearance of beautiful mezzotint engravings”; artists who
wanted a record of their paintings or statues or who needed depictions of
live models or costume studies; engineers and architects who required
records of buildings; nobility and gentry who desired depictions of country
houses and of castles, ruins, or picturesque spots; and clergy who sought
images of their churches or refectories.®” To appeal to this discerning audi-
ence, the new professionals tried to make their photographs look like fine
prints, mounting them on large sheets of thick paper with printed credits
and plate marks. And like painters before them they adopted a hierarchy
of subjects based on their perceived importance. For the Photographic
Institution’s 1853 exhibition, for example, Fenton priced almost all his pho-
tographs of cathedrals, churches, and monasteries significantly higher than
his picturesque views of village streets or old barns.®* Tellingly, he did not

exhibit any portraits, nor did many other photographers.
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While Delamotte and Fenton had defined the new audience they sought,
reaching it proved more difficult. Exhibitions attracted some attention but
never enough to generate substantial print sales. Arrangements made with
established print dealers like Paul & Dominic Colnaghi or Thomas Agnew &
Sons were more lucrative, but even these brought sporadic earnings at best.
Fenton and others began to make photographs of picturesque or famous sub-
Jects on speculation, but the financial reward was meager in comparison to
the expenditure. Moreover, the question of physical permanence plagued the
practice. Even photographers themselves recognized that until they could
vouch with greater certainty for the stability of their prints, there was little
chance of selling their works at other than rock-bottom prices.

Government patronage, though, was absent and steady clients were rare.
Thus, when the British Museum solicited proposals from both Fenton and
Delamotte in the summer of 1853 to establish a photographic studio and
record objects in the collection, it must have seemed as though an ideal patron
had appeared.®” Eager (as Fenton wrote), “to be connected with so useful an
application of the photographic art” that would demonstrate how photography
could help the museum catalogue, classify, and disseminate information about
its burgeoning collection and prove photography’s usefulness to the other arts,
both men submitted bids.”® Reflecting his grandfather’s business acumen and
the thoroughness and diligence of a man who had traveled to Russia to make
photographs, Fenton’s detailed proposal listed all the equipment, including
various cameras, lenses, and darkroom materials, that would be necessary to
photograph objects of varying size and texture. He even gave extensive
instructions for the construction of a photographic studio on the roof of the
museum, specifying the size of the building and describing blinds that could be
employed to control the light.®” Delamotte’s brief letter, perhaps because of his
own poor business skills, paled in comparison.®® In October, after receiving a
recommendation from Wheatstone, who described Fenton as “a good artist . . .
very skillful . . . persevering and pain-staking, and at the same time expedi-
tious,” the trustees asked Fenton to perform some trials and spend up to 180
pounds on equipment, making him the first photographer to the British
Museum and conferring institutional approbation on his new career.*

Fenton’s work for the British Museumn began in earnest in February 1854.
While it may not have provided aesthetic rewards, it was technically and

logistically challenging and once again put his organizational skills, as well
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as willingness to adapt, to good use. For several months, dozens of rare
Assyrian tablets—heavy, awkward, and fragile—were brought to the
rooftop studio to be photographed, along with other recent acquisitions.
With few precedents to follow, Fenton had to devise the best way to illumi-
nate the objects, a difficult matter in the days before artificial light. It often
entailed taking them out of the studio to the adjacent roof, where, to dimin-
ish the harsh contrasts caused by direct sunlight, he devised ingenious solu-
tions, placing his camera in a box with curtains at the front that acted like a
large lens hood, for example, and in later years even dusting sculptures with
powder.™ To avoid distortions he used five different cameras.”" The complex
undertaking was too much for one person; in his first year Fenton’s business
grew to include several assistants, employed at his own expense, who most
likely helped him arrange and light the objects and prepared and developed
his wet collodion negatives. The number of salt prints they made was
astounding—more than two thousand in 1854 alone, and by May 1856 over
eight thousand.” Although Fenton netted more than 350 pounds from this
endeavor in the first year, he must have needed all his managerial skills to
complete the work in a timely and profitable manner.”® The trustees, fully
satisfied with his work, late in 1854 directed that an additional one thousand
pounds be allocated for continued photography of the museum’s holdings.™
Another, ultimately far more important official recognition came to Fenton
in 1854. On January 3 of that year his colleagues at the Photographic Society
selected Eastlake and Fenton, the members most able to explain “the artistic
and the practical sides of the art,” to be the principal escorts for Queen
Victoria and Prince Albert as they viewed the society’s first exhibition.”
During their lengthy tour, the royal couple, who had agreed to become
patrons of the society the previous summer, expressed far more interest in
the more than eight hundred works on exhibit “than is ordinarily displayed
on the occasion of a royal visit.””® They noted with “extreme satisfaction . . .
the wonderful advance” photography had made in the last year and paid par-
ticular attention to Fenton’s work, purchasing several of his photographs—
including all of the more than twenty-five Russian views he exhibited.”
“Mr. Fenton,” the queen wrote later that day in her journal, “explained
everything & there were many beautiful photographs done by him.”™
Fenton’s subsequent relationship with the royal family had a profound

impact on his career. Both Queen Victoria and Prince Albert took a great



Fig. 10. Roger Fenton, The Queen, the Prince, and Eight Royal Children in Buckingham
Palace Garden, May 22, 185%. Albumen silver print, 11.9 x 10 cm (4'/is x 8'%6 In.).
The Royal Collection © 2004, Her Majesty Queen Elizabeth II, RPC.03/0002/91

interest in advances in science and technology, and photography genuinely
intrigued them. With his keen intellectual curiosity, Prince Albert wanted
to understand all aspects of the medium: its science, practical applications,
and artistic potential. In the early 1850s the royal couple’s staff included
Dr. Ernst Becker, librarian to Prince Albert and assistant tutor to the princes,

who was an amateur photographer and member of the Photographic Society

and taught the young men photography. Also at that time Albert initiated an
ambitious and innovative program to have the queen’s entire art collection
recorded photographically, and together Victoria and Albert began to build
what would become a large and important collection of photographs.™ Both
personally and professionally, Fenton clearly impressed them more than any
other photographer they had previously encountered, perhaps because he was
an educated artist and from the upper levels of society. He was granted excep-
tional access to the royal family and invited to photograph them on many
occasions. On January 23 and 25, February 1 and 10, April 10, five times in
May, and several other times during 1854, Fenton appeared at Buckingham
Palace or Windsor Castle to take pictures. Because his portraits were never
intended to be seen by the public at large but were solely for the queen’s own
enjoyment, he was allowed to witness and record the daily life of the family,
often in very private moments away from the trappings of the court and
the constraints of its highly regimented life (see “Mr. Fenton Explained
Everything” by Roger Taylor in this volume). Accustomed to wealth and
privilege, Fenton was not intimidated by either his subjects or their sur-
roundings and took full advantage of the exceptional opportunities given
him, for example photographing the royal children in the costumes they had
worn for a private family play, or the entire family—the queen, the prince,
and their eight children—on the grounds of Buckingham Palace (fig. 10).
Unaccompanied by attendants and without official accoutrements, they all
wear simple day dress and look like just another upper-class family out for a
Sunday stroll. Fenton’s intensely personal records of an otherwise exces-
sively public family obviously had special meaning for both their maker and
their subjects, who provided him with even greater opportunities and an

even more privileged vantage point in the months to come.

1855

And who loves war for war’s own sake/Is fool, or crazed, or worse; . . .

— Alfred, Lord Tennyson, 1882%

On Saturday, March 11, 1854, Queen Victoria, Prince Albert, and other
members of the royal family boarded their yacht, The Fairy, and sailed
through the First Division of the Baltic Fleet to salute the departure of the
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";_{-‘_, ﬂ;‘;’;ﬂ: Fig. 11. Roger Fenton, “The Fairy” Steaming
Fiing S HH
e | through the Fleet, March 11, 1854. Albumen
silver print, 14.6 x 20.5 cm (5% x 876 in.). The
52 Royal Collection © 2004, Her Majesty Queen

Elizabeth 11, RPC.03/0002/15

military forces for the impending war with Russia. As The Fairy glided out

of Portsmouth harbor and passed each ship in turn—all with flags flying,
yards manned, sailors on every inch of deck and still more hanging from
the rigging—Iloud cheers rang out both from spectators lining the shores
and from the men onboard because “Her Majesty [was] literally leading
them out to sea.”®’ When The Fairy reached the head of the fleet, guns on
all the ships blazed in a deafening roar; then one by one the ships sailed
past the queen to begin their long journey. Finally, as The Fairy headed off
to Osborne, the royal residence on the Isle of Wight, a few sailors shim-
mied to the very tops of two of the masts of the Duke of Wellington, the
flagship of Vice Admiral Sir Charles Napier and the last ship in the line,
and waved so enthusiastically that they caught the queen’s attention.

‘Waving her handkerchief, she returned the cheer, as did the prince. Even as

18

the spectacle drew to a close, she was unable to tear her eyes away from the
ships that towered so “majestically above the blue waters,” she later recorded
in her diary. “One gazed & gazed,” the queen wrote, “till the noble ships
could scarcely be discerned on the horizon.”®

Roger Fenton also witnessed this grand display. Like his patron he was
entranced by the spectacle and touched by its poighancy, and he too recorded
the day, in an evocative photograph of a woman and children (possibly his
own family) peering intently out to sea (fig. 11). For queen and commoner
alike, rapt awe at the spectacle just witnessed was no doubt tinged with anxiety
over the fate of the vessels, the sailors, and the nation. This day, portentous for
both the queen and her photographer, would significantly affect the future

course of their lives. In the days and weeks to come, England’s alliance with

France and Turkey against Russia would inexorably draw it deeper into a



war that, while supposedly about “truth, integrity, honour,”® came to exem-
plify anything but those noble ideals. Eager to assert its power on the
European stage, Russia had moved into Moldavia and Wallachia, princi-
palities on the Danube then under Turkish control, and was threatening
to make further incursions into the weakening Ottoman Empire. Allying
themselves with the Ottoman sultan, England and France decided to teach the
czar a lesson by capturing Russia’s Black Sea naval base at Sebastopol, in the
Crimea. Thus began a long, deadly siege, the centerpiece of one of the most
disorganized and costly conflicts in all of English history. After forty years
of relative peace, England was ill equipped to fight. Few commanders were
younger than sixty and even fewer had actual field experience; a generation
of officers had purchased their commissions; and neither they nor their
troops had had much military training. Perhaps even more surprising, and
ultimately devastating, was the woeful inadequacy of the infrastructure put
in place to feed, clothe, and equip the troops once they arrived at the site of the
war. The suffering of the common soldiers was horrific. The appalling casu-
alties of battle were compounded, especially during the winter of 1854—55,
by bitter cold, scant clothing and housing, nonexistent sanitary conven-
iences, and grossly inadequate nursing and hospital facilities. Troops had
to scavenge fuel and provisions and cook their own meals. With so many
people crowded into unsanitary living conditions, disease, especially cholera,
became rampant. The soldiers were “overworked, badly fed with no fuel to
cook with, only one blanket, many [with] no shoes,” the head of the army
medical unit in Constantinople, Dr. John Hall, abjectly recorded in his diary,
and “dying by hundreds.”®* The agony of their families at home was made all
the more excruciating by daily reports dispatched to the Times by William
Howard Russell, who branded the conduct of both the English and the
French leaders “recklessness verging on insanity.”’

Like others, the queen and prince were genuinely appalled by these
reports, but they were constitutional monarchs and it was not their role to
question, much less criticize, the military’s and the prime minister’s handling
of the war. They could, though, show concern for their troops in other ways.
Queen Victoria regularly visited the hospitals filled with wounded soldiers
sent back from the war and, despite feeling that her inadequate words “all
stuck in my throat,” endeavored to comfort the men.*® She donated funds to

provide artificial limbs for amputees and established the Victoria Cross for

acts of heroism and bravery, presenting it for the first time not to an officer
but to an Irish mate on the Hecla, Charles Lucas. She also forged a close friend-
ship with Florence Nightingale, who arrived in the Crimea in November 1854
and whose letters to the queen kept her abreast of the often dreadful condi-
tions she and her nursing staff encountered. Victoria used her influence to
have the commander in chief, Lord Raglan, appoint Nightingale sole supervisor
of the nursing staff for the war.*” When one of the queen’s private letters
expressing great worry about the soldiers’ welfare and morale was pub-
lished—an astonishing breach of protocol at the time—she did not criticize the
disclosure but let her words stand as condemnation of the appalling debacle.*®

Victoria and Albert also supported Fenton’s photographic expedition to
the Crimea in 1855. Since the inception of the war there had been specula-
tion in the photographic press on whether the military authorities would
appoint an official photographer, not just to record events but to describe the
ports, fortresses, and disposition of fleets and even to copy maps and other
important documents.® At the beginning of the conflict, in March 1854, a
suggestion to the Photographic Society that it propose names of photogra-
phers to the military authorities elicited “a shower of letters,” all addressed
to Fenton as secretary of the organization, from hopeful volunteers who
were no doubt motivated by both patriotism and the expectation that fame
would accompany this appointment.”® In April Captain Scott took an ama-
teur photographer, Gilbert Elliott, on board his ship, the Hecla, to determine
whether “instantaneous” photographs of sufficient clarity could be taken of
the shoreline and fortifications from a moving ship; in May Fenton, not to
be outdone, made photographs in Portsmouth of the fleet at anchor and
under sail.”' Soon, too, the Times began to print Russell’s dispatches, and the
Illustrated London News began to carry wood engravings copied from photo-
graphs made by James Robertson in Constantinople.”®> War as theater, as
“spectator sport,” had begun.*’

We do not know who initiated Fenton’s trip to the Crimea. Many scholars
have suggested that the prince himself proposed it.”* His deep interest in
photography and understanding of its potential make this possible, but they
do not tell us what his objective might have been. Was he motivated by sheer
scholarly interest (possibly)? By a desire to produce propaganda (unlikely for
a discreet, foreign-born prince) and if so, to benefit pro- or anti-war factions?

Others, noting that Prime Minister Aberdeen’s position was weakening in
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late 1854 and early 1855 as the debacle of the war grew ever worse and pub-
lic morale plummeted, have theorized that he asked the Manchester print-
seller Thomas Agnew to send someone to the region to supply photographs
that could refute the assertions of the liberal press.”> This seems speculative
at best, though, for the intense criticism of Aberdeen’s administration did
not begin in earnest until December 1854 and January 1855, when the
Crimean winter caused extreme suffering; and we know that Fenton, in his
usual organized manner, had begun preparing for the arduous journey a
number of months before his February 1855 departure.” In the fall of 1854
he purchased a wine merchant’s van and outfitted it as a traveling darkroom.
He even traveled to Rievaulx Abbey and elsewhere to test it out, and subse-
quently made modifications.”” We know for certain that Fenton was fur-
nished with letters of introduction from Prince Albert; that Agnew financed
the expedition; and that Fenton’s passage on the Hecla was provided by the
Duke of Newcastle, secretary of state for war, and Sir Samuel Morton Peto, a
Manchester railway entrepreneur.”® We can surmise, because both Agnew
and Peto were from Manchester, that they knew Fenton, either personally or
professionally. And since Agnew was not only a print seller but a publisher,
perhaps eager to exploit the commercial potential of the public’s interest in
the conflict, we can also conjecture that he was the instigator of the mission.
But what we indisputably have are the photographs themselves, as well as
letters Fenton wrote to his family and to Agnew on his journey in 1855, all
of which are rich with explicit and implicit information.

The tone of the letters is noteworthy. Although they were edited when
published in 1954 and their more personal ruminations deleted, Fenton’s
sense of humor and his intrepid spirit are readily apparent.” Yet he also
assumed the voice of an almost jaunty world traveler witnessing a spectacle
that alternately amazed and amused him, that complicated but never con-
founded his efforts, and that, while it provoked periods of sadness, never
aroused deep moral indignation. He described, for example, “the constant
succession of startling novelties” he encountered within a few days of his
arrival at Balaklava on March 8, 1855: the densely packed harbor crowded
with more than 150 ships, and the dazzling mix of people and animals. “The
emptying of Noah’s Ark could not have been half so queer a sight,” he wrote
to his wife, for there was “an incessant stream of officers and men in all kinds

of costumes, on foot and mounted on every variety of charger; Zouaves were

20

loitering about with baggy breeches, Turks with baggier.”'*" He detailed his
somewhat comical labors to get his van and thirty-six crates of materials and
supplies off the Hecla and his persistent and ingenious efforts to outfit him-
self properly with adequate horses, saddle, and bridle. Even though he wrote
of seeing dead bodies, he casually remarked that “life seems to be squandered
here like everything else.” Especially during the first few months, the war
remained somewhat distant, “a picture of dreamy repose, which was only
heightened by the contrast of a dashing Zouave clad in a garb of many col-
ors.”'*! Fenton’s experience in the Crimea was far more positive than most in
part because he did not arrive until the spring, when the devastating winter
was over and some improvements had been made, but mostly because the let-
ters of introduction he carried from Prince Albert guaranteed him excep-
tional access and privilege. While the journalist Russell was barely tolerated,
everywhere Fenton turned he received “the assurance of assistance in every
possible way” from the highest-ranking officers in the region, including Lord
Raglan. The war Fenton experienced was one where officers had dinner par-
ties with elaborate multicourse meals, wine, champagne, cognac, and cigars,
and entertained visiting ladies; where he sat at a dinner “on Lord Raglan’s
right,” near Lady George Paget, the “belle of the Crimea”; and where he
quickly became a celebrity.'” His hut was “the rendezvous of all the Colonels
and Captains in the army,” Fenton remarked to Agnew, “everybody drops in
every day.”'’

Aided by two assistants, Marcus Sparling (a photographer, member of the
Photographic Society, and former corporal in the Fourth Light Dragoons)
and a handyman identified only as William, Fenton began to photograph
within a few days of landing at Balaklava. Using a variety of cameras—he
had brought five, including one specifically for portraits—he worked dili-
gently for three months, making more than 850 negatives. Yet what he did
not photograph is almost as revealing as what he did. In one of his early let-
ters home he recounted that when in his van preparing or developing his wet
collodion negatives he was repeatedly interrupted by soldiers, who, reading
the words “Photographic Van” painted on its side, asked to have their pic-
tures taken “to send home.” But Fenton had no intention of becoming a hack
portraitist of “all comers” who should happen to ask, even though he “might
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make a regular gold digging,” as he told Agnew.”" Nor did he have any

interest in recording recent improvements that made life more bearable and



Fig. 12. Roger Fenton, Omar Pasha, 1855. Salted paper print, 17.9 x 18.4 cm (7/s X
5% in.). Gilman Paper Company Collection, New York, PH78.449

viable in Balaklava in the spring of 1855, such as the newly built roads that
he described in his letters. And, while battle scenes were beyond the techni-
cal capabilities of photography at the time, he also never violated Victorian
taste by photographing the battle’s aftermath, the dead bodies, or the chaos
and clutter of the trenches, although he had plenty of opportunities to do

s0.'” He did not even record the extensive fortifications constructed by the
allies, as the photographers James Robertson and Felice Beato did after his
departure. For the purpose of his trip was not to produce propaganda, not to
provide images that could be used as evidence either in support of or against
the war itself; it was to create a commercially viable portfolio of photo-
graphs. The portfolio’s high price—more than sixty pounds——makes clear
that it was aimed at the upper levels of British society. This audience, many
of whom had lost family and friends in the conflict, did not want to see pho-
tographs of death, suffering, chaos, and ineptitude, or images that would
challenge their closely held belief in the necessity and correctness of the
conflict. They wanted pictures to support the myth that their loved ones had
died not ignominiously or in vain but with dignity, and in a noble cause.

To this end, Fenton tried to photograph the leading figures of all the
allied armies. He depicted the commander of each: Lord Raglan—about
whom “the soldiers have nothing but good words to say,” he told Agnew; his
French counterpart, Field Marshal Jean-Jacques Pélissier; and General
Omar Pasha (fig. 12).'° British officers he portrayed included General Sir
James Scarlett, who had earlier commanded the heavy cavalry in the Battle
of Balaklava; Lord George Paget, colonel of the Fourth Light Dragoons,
who was in command of his regiment when it charged with the Light Brigade
at Balaklava in October 1854; and General Sir John Lysaght Pennefather,
who had led the Fourth Division at Inkerman in November, valiantly bat-
tling thirty-five thousand Russians with a force one-tenth the size. (Fenton
was so intent on securing likenesses of all the key participants that he even
made some after his return to England and incorporated them into his port-
folio, Photographic Pictures of the Seat of War in the Crimea, with no explana-

tion that they were later additions.)'"”’

He photographed notable officers such
as Captain Adolphus Brown, Fifth Dragoon Guards, whose squadrons were
hit hard by cholera, and Cornet John Wilkin of the Eleventh Hussars, who
survived the charge of the Light Brigade (fig. 74). He also made “essays of
camp life,” which show officers, often attended by aides and surrounded by
their regiments, relaxing near their tents (pl. 16). And he made studies of the
picturesque and exotic individuals who populated this “Noah’s Ark”: the
Highlanders in their colorful garb, the Grenadier Guards with a Nubian ser-
vant, a French cantiniére, Russian children, the Zouaves, Croats (pl. 17), and

Turkish soldiers.
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Fig. 13. Roger Fenton, General Bosquet Giving Orders to His Staff;, 1855. Salted paper

print, 19.8 x 16.8 cm (77 x 6% in.). Gernsheim Collection, Harry Ransom Center,
The University of Texas at Austin, 964.0351.0123

While the vast majority of the more than 350 photographs Fenton made
in the Crimea are portraits, he also recorded the densely packed harbor of
Balaklava and the plateau of Sebastopol (pls. 14, 15, 20). There, no doubt
responding to current fashion, he made several panoramas, including a five-
part one showing the plain of Balaklava, where English cavalry brigades had
won important victories, a three-part study of the site of the Battle of
Inkerman in November 1854, and an eleven-part panorama of the view from
Cathcart’s Hill, where many officers had positioned themselves to safely sur-
vey the Battle of Balaklava fought on the plains below (fig. 73).

Fenton’s subjects were, in short, the very people and places the English

public had been reading about for so many months. Fought far from English
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soil, the Crimean War was the first “armchair war,” experienced by the gen-
eral public not through firsthand knowledge or as an imminent threat but
through newspaper and journal articles, and almost (as Fenton described it)
as a spectacle.'® The rapid growth of the popular illustrated press and the
increased availability of prints circulated by dealers such as Agnew and
Colnaghi also made it the first war in which visual as well as printed infor-
mation could be—and was—avidly devoured by the public. Fenton himself
recognized a need to feed the appetite of his audience and from time to time
sent Agnew works he considered “worth engraving and will serve to keep up
the attention of the public until my return.”'® And if the public hungered to
be kept constantly informed about the war, if they viewed it as theater, they
also craved heroes to star in this drama of victories and defeats.'’® Russell’s
dispatches, rich with details, often captured public attention by focusing on
the individuals who waged the war, both the inept and the laudatory, the
officer and the common soldier. Fenton, too, sought out the individual, but he
was not greatly concerned with the anonymous foot soldier, “the crowds of
all ranks who flock round” spoiling his pictures, and wanted instead the
“great guns,” as he wrote to Agnew, “the persons and subjects likely to be
historically interesting.”'"!

Working in the tradition of history painting that he had learned from
Drolling and Lucy, Fenton strove to depict the heroes of this significant
moment in human history in order to “perpetuate” them and enlighten
future generations.''* Because specific, literal truth mattered less than edifi-
cation, Fenton did not try to capture the instantaneous life he saw around
him (which by the dictates of history painting was too unresolved and unfo-
cused to be instructive) but instead carefully posed his subjects to express
timeless and noble qualities such as fraternity, leadership, or dedication to
country. And, just as Drolling and Lucy dressed their models in Grecian
robes or seventeenth-century Puritan garb in order to illustrate more con-
vincingly the anger of Achilles or the grief of the Pilgrims, so too Fenton
had no compunction about asking his subjects to don their heavy winter fur
coats even though he was photographing them in the warm spring weather,
or to put on dress uniforms usually reserved for special occasions.''® He even
dressed up himself, as a Zouave (fig. 52). His compositions and especially his
group scenes, with their pyramidal groupings and shallow, stagelike picture

box, draw on the lessons of his masters, as does his use of dramatic gesture



Fig. 14. Roger Fenton, Captain Dames, 1855. Salted paper print, 17.7 x 15 cm
(6'%6 x 5'%6 in.). Gernsheim Collection, Harry Ransom Center, The University
of Texas at Austin, 964.03851.0235

(compare figs. 5 and 13). Indeed, Fenton described the subject of his portrait
General Bosquet Giving Orders to His Staff (fig. 13) as “very good to take,
resembling much the portrait of Napoleon when he began to grow stout.”*'*

Fenton’s Crimean expedition was one of the most difficult, complicated,
and ambitious projects any photographer had undertaken. At times it was
also dangerous; the Russians occasionally fired on his van and once even hit
it. Working out of doors, without a studio, he was forced to improvise every
photograph in a foreign and frequently hostile terrain. Yet, in part because
he was relying on earlier artistic models and in part because so many por-

traits were “wanted” for the project, as he wrote, he often resorted to rote

formulas, posing any number of groups in front of the same tents or sitting

on the same bales of hay.115 Toward the end of his time in the Crimea, how-
ever, a new sense of war-weariness crept into Fenton's letters and portraits.
As he worked his way down through the ranks, finally photographing junior
officers and some noncommissioned soldiers—those who actually bore the
brunt of the fighting—their exhausted and shattered state became ever
more apparent (pl. 18). Precisely because the subjects did not try to hide
their desperation and the photographer did not seek to transform them
into something they were not, these are among Fenton’s most compelling
Crimean portraits.

Fenton learned many valuable lessons during his three months spent in
the Crimea. The bright southern light was unlike anything he had encoun-
tered before, but he came to realize that by posing his subjects against light-
colored tents or huts, which contrasted sharply with the dark ground, he
could energize his compositions with bold geometric forms (fig. 14). More
significantly, when he ventured out of Balaklava up onto the plateau of
Sebastopol, he found a vast, barren, undistinguished landscape that con-
formed not at all to the picturesque and sublime traditions he knew from
English art. Initially Fenton lamented that with virtually no people or
objects in the landscape he “could make no foreground,” and with a vista so
vast there was little he could focus on for his background.''® Yet he learned
how to deal with this emptiness and how to construct a composition out of
nothing but vacant sky, the lines of a hill, the rise of a barren land. These
allover and edge-to-edge compositions, without drama or focus, were far
removed from the traditional landscapes he had studied with Drolling, Lucy,
or Brown, and far more innovative. And when Fenton made Valley of the
Shadow of Death, he rose to the daunting challenge of addressing the shat-
tering loss of life incurred by British forces (pl. 21). The subject of this pho-
tograph is not the site where the doomed charge of the Light Brigade had
transpired the previous October but a separate ravine the soldiers called by
Yet its title, so

that name because the Russians shelled it so frequently.'"”

similar to the lines “Half a league, half a league/Half a league onward/. . . Into
the valley of Death/Rode the six hundred” from Tennyson’s celebrated 1854
poem “The Charge of the Light Brigade,” immediately linked the photograph
to that battle of profound national significance.''® Fenton depicted the scene
not as a painter might have done, describing the chaos, death, and destruc-

tion of the shelling, the dramatic glory of the action; but as a photographer
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ME. FENTON'S PHOTOGUAPHIC VAN.—FROM THE CRINEAN EXAIBITION.

Fig. 15. Mr. Fenton’s Photographic Van— From the Crimean Exhibition. Wood engraving,
14 X 15.9 cm (5 /% x 6 /- in.). From [llustrated London News, November 10, 1855, p. 557

had to do, showing the quiet emptiness of its aftermath.''* Appealing as
much to the imagination as to the eye, this image has perhaps more reso-
nance than any other of the Crimean War.

On June 7 Fenton witnessed the capture of a Russian fortification, the
Mamelon. On June 18, the anniversary of the British triumph at Waterloo,
he participated in the disastrous attack on the Malakhov and Redan fortifica-
tions where, in one day, the British lost more than fifteen hundred troops and
the French more than thirty-five hundred. He described the events as a
“hideous dream,” the attack as “disgraceful,” with “no management, no orders,”
and himself as acting like “a madman ... covered with blood and brains
spurting from a poor fellow” shot close to him. In the days that followed
Fenton grew increasingly depressed.'®” He contracted cholera and sailed
from Balaklava on June 22, 1855, arriving in England on July 11, one week

after the birth of his fifth daughter.
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If Fenton had been a celebrity in the Crimea, he was an even greater one
on his return to England (fig. 15). By early August the queen had seen some
of his Crimean photographs and described them as “extremely well done,”
and in September he and Agnew showed the set of photographs to Emperor
Napoléon III at the palace of Saint-Cloud, outside Paris.'*' The emperor
looked at them for quite a long time; whenever he saw one that particularly
interested him he showed it to the empress, who was in the adjacent room.'**
In September the exhibition “Photographic Pictures Taken in the Crimea,”
consisting of more than 280 works by Fenton, opened at the Gallery of the
Water-Colour Society in London, the first of three venues in London and
more than seven elsewhere in Britain. It was an astounding success. The
exhibition was hailed as “one of the most interesting series of photographs
that has ever been executed” (Art-Journal), its photographs judged “more
interesting at the present moment than the finest works of imagination”
(Athenaeum).'*® “A more impressive exhibition or more deeply interesting
application, in an historical point of view, of the photographic art, it is
scarcely possible to imagine” was the assessment of the Literary Gazette.'**
Also that September, Agnew announced the publication of Photographic Pictures
of the Seat of War in the Crimea, a series of three portfolios: Scenery,— Views of
the Camps, &c.; Incidents of Camp Life,—Groups of Figures, &c.; and Historical
Portraits.* Despite the high praise, the almost weekly appearance of Fenton’s
work in the Illustrated London News in the fall of 1855, and Agnew’s creative
efforts to market the portfolios (including the claim that only a limited num-
ber of prints could be made from a negative), sales were poor. In December

1856, the negatives and remaining prints were sold at auction.'*’

1856—18569
Photography has become a household word and a household want; is used alike by

art and science, by love, business, and justice; is found in the most sumptuous saloon,

and in the dingiest attic. —Lady Elizabeth Eastlake, 185727

Between 1851 and 1855 Roger Fenton had displayed an acute understanding
of precisely how to establish himself not just as a leading figure in English
photography but as its foremost practitioner. The next three years, 1856 to

1859, would be the most productive in his career. His experiences in the



Crimea ripened his art, which became more ambitious and sure. He traveled
widely, recording landscape and architecture throughout England, Scotland,
and Wales and eloquently demonstrating that photography could infuse
these scenes with intense personal and moral meaning while also creating
symbols of national identity and collective memory. (See “In Pursuit of
Architecture” by Gordon Baldwin and “On Nature’s Invitation Do I Come”
by Malcolm Daniel in this volume.) No doubt as a result of his Crimean
work, Fenton’s use of figures within these compositions became ever more
confident. Eschewing literary and narrative devices, he began to place people
in more subtle, meaningful ways, often presenting a figure as a surrogate
for the viewer, back to the camera, in quiet contemplation of a historic ruin
or sublime vista. Digging ever deeper into the ways cameras and lenses
describe the world, he created boldly innovative photographs. Rigorous and
taut like the man himself, they demonstrate a geometric structure and a
visual sophistication unknown in his earlier work. When in London, where
he had recently improved the studio at his home on Albert Terrace, he made
portraits and tried new subjects, including Orientalist studies and still lifes.
He exhibited widely in Britain and Europe, participating in 1856 alone in
nine exhibitions, where he won several medals. His art continued to be fre-
quently and extravagantly praised in the press. It was “landscape photogra-
phy pushed to the highest degree of perfection,” according to the Bulletin de

'28 “No one can touch Fenton in

la Société Frangaise de Photographie (1856).
landscape: he seems to be to photography what Turner was to painting,”
asserted the Journal of the Photographic Society in 1858.'*

Yet Fenton’s drive to perfect his own art was equaled by his ambition to
establish a truly professional practice, and this proved a far more difficult
course to navigate. During these years the field was changing rapidly. Carte-
de-visite portraits, introduced early in the decade, became extremely popular
in the mid- to late 1850s, as did stereoscopic photographs; these fads drew
many frankly commercial operators into the field. While most of them were
photographers of little consequence, some, such as George Washington
Wilson, used their prolific production of stereo views to spawn thriving
businesses that allowed them to undertake extensive picture-making expedi-
tions around the world. Additionally, as photography became more popular
among the Victorian middle and upper classes, a number of trained artists—

such as Francis Bedford, William Lake Price, Oscar G. Rejlander, and Henry

Peach Robinson—began to make and sell photographs and in some cases
establish significant photographic businesses. While some of these new profes-
sionals, among them Bedford, came from middle- or upper-middle-class fami-
lies, others, including Wilson, were from more common backgrounds. For a
people as bound by the idea of class as the Victorians, who admired innovative
gentleman amateurs but viewed those in “trade” as somehow tainted, these
developments further complicated an already fraught situation. No longer the
sole or even the most celebrated new professional photographer, Fenton now
found the path that he had blazed crowded with others, many of whom he did
not recognize. While the competition spurred him to ever greater artistic
accomplishments, he was increasingly flummoxed by the difficulty of making
photography both a viable business undertaking and a respectable one for an
artist such as himself. Although he embarked on one business venture after
another during these years, none was lasting, few were commercial successes,
and several brought him into conflict with his colleagues.

That conflict was epitomized by Fenton’s relations with the Photographic
Society in 1856. In early February, when he stepped down as honorary secre-
tary of the society (the position was being combined with that of editor of
the journal), his colleagues enthusiastically praised his accomplishments on
the society’s behalf and applauded his recent exhibition of Crimean photo-
graphs.'” Yet only three months later, in May 1856, Fenton resigned from
the Council of the society after a heated debate about his participation in a
new enterprise called the Photographic Association.'”’ Seeking to exploit
photography’s commercial applications to “every Branch of Art, Literature,
Science and Mechanics,” the Photographic Association hoped to raise ten
thousand pounds from investors, who would be paid dividends, and hire a
staff to run a business “profitably” selling members’ photographs “on an
extensive scale.”'” Flush with the popular success of his Crimean photo-
graphs (and perhaps not yet fully cognizant of their limited financial return),
Fenton clearly thought that the Photographic Association would provide a
viable way to market his photographs. However, the Council of the Photo-
graphic Society strongly opposed its members’ having “any connexion with
photography as a commercial speculation.”'*’

Although the Photographic Association appears to have been abandoned,
and Fenton returned to the Photographic Society’s Council the following

year, the episode laid open the contentious issue of photographers selling
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Fig. 16. Roger Fenton, Raglan Castle Porch. Photo-galvanograph, 24 x 27 cm (97 x
10% in.). From Photographic Art Treasures; or Nature and Art Hlustrated by Art and Nature

(London, 1856). Museum of Fine Arts, Boston, Anonymous Lender

their works. The controversy had first erupted at the Photographic Society
earlier in the decade, when a motion was proposed, then rescinded, to dis-
qualify “all persons practising photography professionally with a view to

profit” from becoming members of the Council."**

Many members of the
society regarded Fenton, because of his class and wealth, not as a professional
photographer but as an amateur who sold his photographs. Yet, as one
author noted at the time, the line between the professional “selling his pictures
Jor profit, and the amateur who sold pictures” was difficult to define, to say the

.
least.'®®

For the next several years, both this issue and the question of whether
exhibitions should include work that had been for sale in “shop-windows”
were increasingly and often contentiously debated, with few satisfactory
answers emerging.'*

In late 1855 and early 1856, when supervising the expensive and time-

consuming printing of his Crimean negatives, Fenton began to seek a more
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economical means of circulating his photographs to a wide audience. Ever
since the invention of photography, many people had been concerned about
the lack of permanence of photographic materials and had tried to find a
way to print photographs as ink reproductions that could be incorporated
with texts.'”” Fenton had been following the experiments of Abel Niépce de
Saint-Victor, who was working on transferring photographs to printing
plates, but found the method “uncertain both in its theory and its results.”'*®
He was impressed, however, by the “ingenuity” of Paul Pretsch’s so-called
“photo-galvanographic” process, a photomechanical means of reproducing
photographs, drawings, or paintings in ink printed on a press.'*” By the end
of the year Fenton had become a partner with Pretsch in the Patent Photo-
Galvanographic Company in North London, as well as its chief photogra-
pher. Heralding a “new era in art,” Pretsch and Fenton released the first
part of Photographic Art Treasures; or Nature and Art Illustrated by Art and
Nature, with reproductions of four photographs by Fenton, in late October
1856 (fig. 16)."* Four more parts, with reproductions of photographs by
Lake Price, Robert Howlett, Lebbeus Colls, and Fenton, were issued in the
coming months.

But Pretsch and Fenton’s proclamation of a new era was premature.
Photogalvanographic plates were not durable and wore down after several
inkings, which no doubt explains why the prints were sold as “choice proofs,”
“proofs,” and “prints.”'*' More significantly, after the image was transferred
onto the plate it had to be heavily retouched by hand to strengthen details lost
in the process, thus destroying the veracity of the photograph. Neither drawing
nor photograph, this odd hybrid was difficult for the public to interpret—
was it artistic fancy or photographic truth? Retouching by hand also made the
process time-consuming and expensive. By May 1857 the company had
sustained a “severe loss” of four thousand pounds.'** Compounding the
partners’ problems, Talbot threatened to sue them for infringement on his
1852 patent for photographic engraving, and they were also embroiled in a
lawsuit with a former employee who had set up a competing company.'*’
Over the summer of 1857 Fenton tried to extricate himself from the
embattled company, at one point even offering his share in it to Talbot.
“They would only require about £1,200 after the liabilities are discharged!”
Talbot’s amazed solicitor informed him. “A more unbusiness like proposal

was never made.”'**



Another professional disappointment came the same year. Fenton had
won high praise for works he exhibited at photographic societies in London,
Manchester, and Edinburgh, but at the first exhibition in England that
presented photographs together with all the other arts he was largely
ignored.'*” This show, the celebrated Manchester Art Treasures Exhibition,
organized with the full support of Prince Albert, was widely seen as evidence
that the public had accepted the artistic merit of photography. Prince Albert
and Queen Victoria lent several photographs from their own collection to
the show and purchased others from it, including some by Bedford, but
none by Fenton."*® The unquestioned star of the photography display was
Rejlander, whose elaborate composite photograph The Two Ways of Life so
intrigued the prince that he summoned its maker to Buckingham Palace and
subsequently bought three copies.'*” Although Fenton continued to photo-
graph the royal family on occasion throughout the decade, making some of
his most sympathetic portraits of them, he no longer enjoyed their special
favor. Further wounding his pride, when the queen needed a photographer
to make a series of photographs of Prince Albert’s home in Coburg, Germany,
for his birthday in 1857, she commissioned not Fenton but Bedford.'*®

On his return from the Crimea, Fenton had resumed his work for the British

Museum, and in June 1856 the museum, with Colnaghi acting as the publisher,

Fig. 17. Roger Fenton, The Elgin Marbles, British Museum, III, 1857. Albumen silver
prints, stereograph, each 7 x 6.7 cm (2% x 2% in.). From Stereoscopic Magazine, no. 18
(December 1859)

released Photographic Facsimiles of the Remains of the Epistles of Clement of Rome,
with salt prints of the original leaves, in an edition of fifty.'** The publication
was undertaken at the request of the divinity professors of Oxford and
Cambridge and, like his earlier work for the British Museum, was intended
primarily for scholars. However, after 1856 Fenton embarked on an ambi-
tious project to exploit the commercial value of his museum photographs
and market them more widely.150 In the summer of 1857, after recording
several Roman statues, he asked permission, which he eventually received,
to photograph the Elgin Marbles (fig. 17). Fenton wrote to the museum’s
trustees that the work would be “of unparalleled interest and of the highest
value to Art Education,” but he also knew that photographs of these cele-
brated and already controversial friezes from the Parthenon, brought to
England early in the century, would have great commercial potential.'®! He
offered to make the negatives without charge provided that at least one hun-
dred copies of each image were ordered by the museum and the negatives
became his property.'”? Pushing his marketing scheme still further, in 1858
Fenton secured permission from the trustees to advertise in the front hall of
the museum that his photographs were for sale there; they could also be
bought from Colnaghi’s in London or certain print dealers in Paris.'*

At this point the trustees seem to have recognized that there was a lucra-
tive market for photographs of objects from their collection. In the summer
of 1859 they transferred all the negatives Fenton had made for the British
Museum to the South Kensington Museum (now the Victoria and Albert
Museum), where prints were henceforth to be made. His pride wounded and
his pocketbook significantly impacted, Fenton objected vehemently, arguing
that the prints needed to be made under his supervision and that he had not
been paid for many of the negatives taken in 1858 and 1859.'"* After a meet-
ing with the trustees, which Fenton admitted was “doubtless as unpleasant
to the trustees . . . as it was to me,” the latter point was eventually conceded
and some compensation paid, but the museum kept the negatives.'”> With
this, Fenton’s association with the British Museum ended.

In the late 1850s, as his business grew ever more complex, Fenton struggled
to make it more economically viable. Throughout most of his career he
had employed technicians to make salted paper prints for his large projects,
such as the work for the British Museum and most likely the Crimean

photographs. Salt prints were prized for their rich texture, subtle tonal
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range, and broad massing of lights and darks; however, salted paper was not
commercially manufactured and had to be prepared in the photographer’s
darkroom. The prints were not only time-consuming to make but difficult to
control, requiring Fenton’s careful supervision. On the other hand, albumen
paper, first introduced in the early 1850s, could be purchased from an
increasing number of retailers. Albumen prints were also easier to control,
more consistent, and thus more economical than salt prints. Albumen
prints also presented a sharper image than salt prints, and in the mid-1850s, as
sharpness itself became a desired quality in photographs, they were increas-
ingly prized. Fenton, who was traveling ever more frequently to make photo-
graphs and had little time to supervise the production of his prints, bowed to
both changing taste and economics and switched to albumen prints. Soon he,
too, came to appreciate the bold value contrasts and crisply delineated geomet-
ric forms that could be achieved with this process.

Fenton’s production of stereoscopic photographs in the late 1850s repre-
sents yet another attempt to chart a middle course in the increasingly com-
mercial world of photography. By the second half of the 1850s, stereo views
printed on cards and looked at through a handheld viewer were a craze few
photographers could avoid: in 1856 the London Stereoscopic Company sold
half a million stereo viewers and listed more than ten thousand different
stereo photographs for sale in its catalogue; two years later it offered more
than one hundred thousand.'”® Unlike so many others, though, Fenton
turned to stereos for their educational value as well as their financial poten-
tial. In the spring and summer of 1859 he contributed several examples to
the Stereoscopic Magazine, a monthly publication issued by the London pub-
lisher Lovell Reeve that included actual stereo photographs mounted on its
pages; soon Fenton was a regular contributor. In 1860 Reeve released two
more publications with Fenton’s stereos, The Conway in the Stereoscope and
Stonyhurst College & Its Environs. Reeve’s specific intent was to elevate stereos
from a mindless pastime to an educational tool and to counter the “vulgar”
and “unmeaning” views then so ubiquitous.'®” He printed “intelligent descrip-
tions” to accompany his edifying studies of antiquities, architecture, land-
scape, and works of art.'*®

As Fenton worked once again with stereos he became intrigued with
their aesthetics. While earlier he had explored compositional strategies that

increased the illusion of depth, now his attention was caught by the way a
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stereo viewer, cupping the eyes to exclude everything beyond the photo-
graph, provided an intense and intimate experience. He began to play with
the sense that was created of actually being in the three-dimensional space
depicted. Throughout his career Fenton had used figures in his compositions
with increasing sophistication, often positioning them in the middle ground
to direct the viewer’s attention. Now he began to employ them in both
stereos and other photographs in a far more dramatic way, placing people so
that they walked into or out of the composition (pl. 54). These glimpses of
human life add an uncanny frisson to his photographs, further intensifying
the viewer’s almost palpable sense of not merely witnessing the scenes but
actually participating in them.

As Fenton’s business endeavors grew more complex and diverse in the
late 1850s, so too did his art. At the end of the decade he explored a number
of new subjects. In each case he seems to have been initially inspired by work
of his contemporaries. Rejlander’s ambitious and celebrated Two Ways of Life
and William Grundy’s critically less successful photographs of figures in
Near Eastern costumes prompted Fenton’s 1858 Orientalist studies, and
George Lance’s still-life paintings inspired his own examinations of the
genre in 1860. (See “Trying His Hand upon Some Oriental Figure Subjects”
by Gordon Baldwin and “Roger Fenton and the Still-Life Tradition” by Pam
Roberts in this volume.) Fenton hardly needed others to suggest subjects to
him, but he was both intensely competitive and fully confident of his own
abilities. He believed, as he remarked at a meeting of the Photographic
Society in 1858, that works like Rejlander’s stood at the beginning of a new
era in which the “artistic application of photography” would be fully explored,
and he wanted to be at the forefront of those investigations.'*® In addition,
he wanted his work to refute the mediocre results of his contemporaries, for
he ardently believed that photographers could explore all the subjects
treated by the other arts if they took the “same pains, in the conception of
the subject and in the selection of suitable models.”'*’

Toward the end of the decade, as Fenton moved from one project to
another and one subject to the next, his life and work took on an almost fre-
netic quality. For an artist who thrived on challenges and who eagerly con-
sumed all that was innovative, this must have been an exhilarating time. For
a forty-year-old father of several young children, it must also have been an

exhausting and stressful one.



1860—-1869

These are not slow times. Photography is the type of the age, it won’t wait.

— Anonymous, 1861!6!

Early in the summer of 1860, at the height of his photographic career,
Fenton created two of his most audaciously modern photographs: The
Queen’s Target and The Long Walk (pls. 85, 82). Made within weeks or perhaps
even days of each other, both were part of series of photographs, one docu-
menting the inaugural meeting of the National Rifle Association at
Wimbledon on July 7, the other portraying Windsor Castle and its grounds.
Both photographs grew out of his fascination with exploring new composi-
tional strategies and had roots in his earlier work, including the still lifes and
stereo views. Both were most likely spontaneous inventions that resulted
from their maker’s restless probing deep into his chosen subject. Both were
of subjects there for any other photographer to record, but no other por-
trayed them as Fenton had, and none would for decades to come. Both were
unprecedented in their radical reconfiguration of pictorial space and dar-
ingly simplified compositions. And both are among Fenton’s last works.

An overwhelming sadness pervades Fenton’s personal and professional
life in the early 1860s. Only a few days after he made The Queen’s Target he
was called to testify before the House of Commons Select Committee on the
South Kensington Museum, which was investigating the decision to appro-
priate his negatives, make prints, and sell them. Speaking on Fenton’s behalf,
John Scott, a partner in the Colnaghi firm, maintained that the government
was interfering with private enterprise and that Fenton had “given up all the
higher branches of photography, as he finds he cannot compete with the
Government Department.”'®® In his testimony Fenton repeatedly and cate-
gorically asserted that the government’s actions adversely affected the price
of all photographs and were “injurious to the profession.”'*® Perhaps trying
lightness to relieve the tension of an acutely embarrassing situation, he sug-
gested that while the government might “start establishments for selling
boots and hats and everything in the same way, . . . at present it savours a
little of communism.”'**

If Fenton found it hard to keep up with the changing practice of pho-
tography in the late 1850s, by the early 1860s he was entirely stymied.

Armchair travelers not only bought hundreds of thousands of stereoscopic

photographs of every imaginable subject but also voraciously consumed
carte-de-visite portraits, especially of celebrities; John Mayall, for example,
sold sixty thousand copies of his album of carte-de-visite portraits of the
royal family.'® As a result of this proliferation, prices for all photographs
plummeted, and Fenton, like many others, simply could not remain compet-
itive. In 1860 he was selling his photographs for twelve shillings apiece,
while the carte-de-visite operator sold his for a few pence. But price was not
the only issue. The glut of crude photographic images profoundly changed
the public’s perception of photography and did away with the respect the
photographer had once commanded. “Our streets and thoroughfares are
thronged with pictorial display, exhibiting every abortion of art, in the
shape of hard, harsh, crude, unsightly representations, void of all natural
grace or artificial elegance, destitute of all . . . artistic attributes,” one pho-
tographer lamented in the late 1850s. Many carte-de-visite operators called
themselves “fine art photographers,” he pointed out, but “that this is not
‘art’ requires no argument; and that such ‘artists’ . . . are not worthy of tak-
ing rank amidst educated professional artists, can be understood without
further explanation.”'*® But while many photographers keenly perceived the
differences between the educated professional artist and the hack commercial
practitioner, the public did not. In 1862 the organizing committee for the
International Exhibition in London announced its plans to place photography,
not with the other fine arts as had been done in the Manchester Art
Treasures Exhibition only five years earlier, but in the section reserved for
machinery, tools, and instruments.'®” For Fenton and many of his col-
leagues, this was conclusive proof of photography’s diminished status. The
French photographer Nadar recollected many years later, “You had to
either succumb—that is to say, follow the trend—or resign.”'*® Profoundly
discouraged, a number of photographers with whom Fenton had worked so
closely did resign, abandoning the field they loved: Delamotte, Lake Price,
and Newton, for example, stopped photographing in the early 1860s, while Le
Gray, Fenton'’s hero, moved to Egypt.

Battered by the market and the public’s growing disdain for photography,
Fenton did not fare much better in the photographic press. Although some
reviewers continued to praise his work, growing numbers of others were
looking for novelty and had tired of his offerings. Fenton’s subjects were

“uninteresting”;'*” his Orientalist studies were inadequate because he had not
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Fig. 18. John Eastham “of Manchester” (English,
fl. 1850-60s), Roger Fenton, ca. 1865. Albumen silver
print, carte de visite, 9 x 5.6 cm (3% x 2%6 In.).

Private collection

employed “real national types as models” and had even used string to hold up
the hands of a female figure;'’® one of his remarkable still-life photographs
was called a mere copy of a painting and “not attractive as a picture, from the
absence of colour, which constitutes the sole beauty of such paintings.”'"’ In
1860 the Photographic Journal—the publication of the Photographic Society
and an organ Fenton had helped create—ranked his photographs fourth in
“claims to excellence,” behind works by Lyndon Smith, James Mudd, and
Maxwell Lyte, all relative newcomers to the field.'” Even the quality of his
prints was criticized.'™

More distressing still for Fenton was the diminished authority of the

Photographic Society in the early 1860s. Its exhibitions were routinely criti-
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cized for their lack of novelty—"no one curious or amazing work,” “no
striking advances.” At the same time they were excoriated for commercial-
ization, especially “the very objectionable” practice of “putting in their cata-
logue the prices at which the photographs are to be sold.”'™ The society
itself had “failed in every way” in its mission to promote the art and science
of photography.'™ It was seen as ineffective and outmoded, and as not hav-
ing fulfilled the need many photographers felt “to investigate scientifically
and fairly the merits of the various novelties in photography.”'"® Fenton was
acutely aware of these criticisms. The government would never have appro-
priated his British Museum negatives, he told the House committee investi-
gating that situation, if the Photographic Society “were a more powerful
body.”!"" Indeed, Fenton’s leadership as vice president of the organization
was also under attack. One member accused Fenton of running “the most
dreary meetings” and likened his management to a “heavy, lumbering” cere-
monial coach “fit only to go at a slow pace.” But, he continued, “These are
not slow times. Photography is the type of the age, it won’t wait.”'™

Just at the moment when the practice and profession of photography were
racing past Fenton to a place where he categorically did not want to go, his
own family imploded. His only son, Anthony Maynard, just a little over fifteen
months old, died on April 24, 1860, the third of his six children to die. Even in
the nineteenth century this was a high number of children to lose, especially
for a family of comfortable means. Grief-stricken, Fenton may have suffered
additionally because he had spent long periods away from his family in the pre-
vious decade, photographing in Russia, the Crimea, and the British Isles. He
was acutely aware of the price that the families of artists, especially photogra-
phers, paid for their loved ones’ almost fanatic devotion to the medium.
A sobering example had been that of Frederick Scott Archer. After his
death in 1857 left his family destitute, his widow wrote to his friends in the
Photographic Society that “his health failing, he could not help regretting the
time he had spent in mere experiments, instead of making exertions to provide
for the wants of his family.”'”® Fenton had been one of the organizers of a fund
to provide an annuity to the widow and her children; in May 1860, only a few
days after his son’s death, he made a further contribution to it of fifty prints.'®

As his career ground slowly to a halt, Fenton showed in only one exhibition
in 1860, whereas in 1859 he had exhibited in six. In December 1860, having

served his term, he retired as senior vice president of the Photographic Society.



In 1861 he participated in two exhibitions but by August had stopped attending
meetings of the Photographic Society Council. In December of that year,
the family mill at Hooley Bridge, which had helped support his comfortable
lifestyle, closed—a victim both of the American Civil War, which prevented
cotton from reaching England, and of a family feud. Providing “the best illus-
tration of Dickens’ ‘Bleak House,” as one journalist wrote many years later, it
never reopened, “swallowed up by that insatiable monster the law.”*®' The death
of Prince Albert on December 14, 1861, marked the end not only of the “new
starting point” the prince had envisioned for English society, technology, and

art but also of the new starting point Fenton had envisioned for photography.

In October 1862 Fenton announced his retirement from the profession of
photography. To remove “all that might be a temptation to revert to past
occupations,” he sold all of his equipment and negatives.'* Although the
negatives were described as badly blistered, Francis Frith bought many of
them and for the next several years made prints from them that were compe-
tent but cold and mechanical.'®® Fenton returned to the law and in 1863 was
named counsel for the Northern Circuit, where he served as barrister for the
courts in Manchester, Salford, and York counties.'®® After an illness of only
six days he died at his home, Mount Grace, in Potter’s Bar, north of London,

185

on August 9, 1869, at the age of fifty.

31






“On Nature's Invitation Do I Come”: Roger Fenton’s Landscapes

MALCOLM DANIEL

It 15 all one garden—William Howitt, 1840

hat the English have a unique relationship with their land is evident

to anyone who has walked the countryside. Footpaths worn into the

terrain since ancient times were plotted on maps and detailed in
walking guides long ago. Traversing public and private lands alike, they are
guaranteed as public-access pathways by law and custom. “Every inch of
English ground,” wrote William Howitt in 1840, “is sanctified by noble deeds,
and intellectual renown.”® In America the great landscape photographers of
the nineteenth century recorded a virgin landscape of immense proportion, a
new Eden in Yosemite and a new Wilderness in the vast deserts of the South-
west. By contrast, every field, forest, lake, and moor in England had been
managed, if not entirely transformed, by generation upon generation for farm-
ing, hunting and fishing, urban and industrial expansion, and even aesthetic
delight. Still today, roads follow the course of those built by the Romans;
fields are enclosed by seemingly endless stone walls built centuries ago or by
hedgerows just as old; tracts of land continue to be assembled into vast estates
and, often, parceled out once more; woods and streams are maintained as they
have been since time immemorial by those who inherited or purchased the
right to hunt or fish in them. In art and poetry, the very notions of the sublime
and the picturesque are practically English inventions,” born, it would seem,
from an innate understanding of the landscape as a player upon the emotions,

a mirror of the soul, a stimulus to the intellect, and a delight to the eye.

Opposite: Fig. 19. Roger Fenton, #'harfe and Pool, Below the Strid (detail), 1854; see pl. 13

[t is not surprising that Roger Fenton, who excelled in every other genre
of photography, turned his talent and his lens toward the landscape with
equal success. Earlier in the nineteenth century, as the best French painters
were tackling literary and historical themes, the greatest British artists
took the observable world as their subject—the shape of the hills, the
course of a stream, the rhythms of rural life, the changing effects of
weather, the mutability of light and atmosphere.* Any British photographer
seeking, as Fenton so explicitly did, to raise his craft to the level of art
would have understood the position that landscape held in the hierarchy
of artistic genres. No greater compliment could be paid than that bestowed
on Fenton by the Journal of the Photographic Society in 1858: “He seems to
be to photography what Turner was to painting—our greatest landscape
photographer.”®

It was partly the very lack of purpose aside from expression and visual
delight, that set landscape so squarely in the artistic realm. This applies even
to Fenton’s first extended series of photographs, made in Russia in 1852. A
few of his views along the banks of the Dnieper (pl. 7), for instance, in which
distant architecture plays the most minor of roles, appear to be purely artis-
tic essays. These contrast with the informative but relatively uninteresting
views of the bridge construction that were the raison d’étre for his trip to
Russia® and also with the photographs of onion-domed churches, Kremlin
walls, and town views of Kiev, which would have found a natural audience
and marketability among armchair travelers (pls. 2—6).

Fenton, who seemed intent on exploring every aspect of the new medi-

um'’s potential, pursued landscape throughout his career, without limiting
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himself to a single place or type of picture. His work in this genre was prin-
cipally carried out in half a dozen major campaigns: in 1852 in and around
Gloucestershire and South Wales, including Tewkesbury, Cheltenham, Tintern,
and the Usk River valley;” in 1854 in Yorkshire, including the countryside
near the ruined abbeys of Rievaulx, Fountains, and Bolton, particularly
along the Wharfe River; in 1856 in northern England and Scotland during
a trip to Balmoral, including views on the Dee, Feugh, and Clunie; in 1857
in North Wales, including the valleys of the Conway, Llugwy, Lledr, and
Machno; in 1859 along the Ribble and Hodder rivers, near Stonyhurst in
Lancashire; and in 1860 in the Lake District. Landscapes also constitute a
small portion of campaigns the main purpose of which lay elsewhere: river
scenes in Russia in the autumn of 1852; battlefield, camp, and harbor views
in the Crimea in 1855; and contextual views of stately homes and castles such
as Harewood, Wollaton, and Windsor.

The Great Exhibition of the Works of Industry of All Nations—the 1851
world’s fair held in the Crystal Palace, London—provided the impetus for
Fenton to take up the camera, as it did for numerous other British photogra-
phers. Its exhibition of French photographs, in particular, showed what paper
photography was capable of when unencumbered by patent restrictions and
practiced by talented and ambitious artists. In October of that year, Fenton
traveled to Paris and visited the meeting rooms, gallery, and darkrooms of the
Société Héliographique; tried his hand at collodion-on-glass negatives with
the society’s president, Baron Benito de Montfort; met with Gustave Le Gray
and examined the several hundred photographs he and Auguste Mestral had
Just produced in the Loire Valley, Dordogne, and Auvergne; and learned the
waxed-paper-negative process, a French variation on William Henry Fox
Talbot’s calotype.® Thus, as he set out to make his first photographs in early
1852, Fenton’s technical formation (as, in part, his aesthetic formation as a
painter) was French. His earliest pictures look to French examples at least as
much as to English, few of which he would have had the opportunity to see.
But he was quick to apply his newly learned skills to English subjects.

As with so many gentleman amateur photographers, Fenton began with
what was closest at hand. His earliest extant firmly dated photographs, pre-
served in an album assembled by the French photographer Paul Jeuffrain
and now in the collection of the Société Francaise de Photographie, Paris,

include two views of Regent’s Park, just steps from his Albert Terrace home,
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Fig. 20. Roger Fenton, Regent’s Park, February 18, 1852. Salted paper print from paper
negative, 16 x 20 cm (673 X 77/ in.). From the Paul Jeuffrain album, p. 25. Société
Frangaise de Photographie, Paris

taken on Wednesday, February 18, 1852. As first trials they are extraordi-
nary, using to fine advantage the tendency of paper negatives and salted
paper prints to exaggerate contrasts of light and dark and to dissolve details
in a fibrous web of photographic tone.” Although modest in scale (roughly
6% x 8 inches, closer to the size of Talbot’s prints than Le Gray’s), both are
sophisticated in composition and admirable in technique. One is a view down
a dark, tree-lined expanse of water, with a white suspension bridge reaching
straight across the picture from edge to edge. In the other (fig. 20), a light
patch of water stretches across the picture, much as the footbridge does in
the first, and the bare branches of trees, silhouetted against the sky, spread
out even beyond the picture’s top edge.

Soon Fenton was searching farther afield for worthy subjects. Perhaps
looking at French models to chart a parallel English course for his own
work, he found a perfect counterpart to the Forest of Fontainebleau, south of

Paris, where as early as 1849 his friend Le Gray had made some of his most



compelling landscapes. The Burnham Beeches, an ancient stand of pollarded
trees celebrated by artists and poets, lay northwest of Windsor, within easy
reach of London. Although Fenton exhibited as many as a half-dozen differ-
ent pictures entitled Burnham Beeches between 1853 and 1855, none can now
be identified with certainty.'

Fenton’s photographs of 1852—53 rarely exceeded 7 x 9 inches, and many—
if not most—may have been made for viewing in a Wheatstone reflecting
stereoscope. Designed by Charles Wheatstone in 1833 (i.e., even before photog-
raphy), this device employed two nearly identical views made from slightly
different positions in order to simulate binocular vision. A few of Fenton’s
photographs in the Regent’s Park zoo and many of his Russian scenes were
certainly intended to be viewed stereoscopically.'’ When they are, these
early pictures shed their modest scale and take on a kind of virtual reality as
the device blocks out all references to space and scale except those in the pic-
ture itself. The same powerful illusion of depth and three-dimensionality was
later achieved with the smaller, classic stereoscopic cards, each of their paired
images barely three inches square, meant for viewing in the handheld stereo-
scope first designed by Sir David Brewster. Thus, it is not surprising that
Fenton would return to stereoscopy in the late 1850s, when it had reached
the level of a fad, with contributions to the Stereoscopic Magazine and inde-
pendently issued series on North Wales and Stonyhurst. Yet, despite the
appeal of the viewing experience and the satisfaction that photographers
must have felt at combining two remarkable new optical systems (photogra-
phy and stereoscopy), the act of viewing photographs in a stereoscope effec-
tively moved them from the realm of art into that of the optical toy or parlor
entertainment. If Fenton intended to advocate a place for photographs
alongside watercolors, prints, and paintings, his works would have to hold

their own on the salon walls, and that is what he set out to do.

YORKSHIRE, 1854

1t is just the sort of valley where one could live and die in peace with all men;
thanking God from the beginning to the end of the chapter, that he made so beauti-
JSul a world for his dear creatures. The poet, the artist, the searcher-general afler the
picturesque could not hope for richer enjoyment than that which these woods and
landscapes afford. — The Scenery of the Wharf, 1855

With his series of photographs made in Yorkshire in 1854, Fenton rose to a
new level of ambition. Perhaps the relatively mundane (but lucrative) task of
photographing objects at the British Museum, which he began in February
of that year, gave Fenton the means, experience, and confidence to try work-
ing in the field with glass negatives and to employ a significantly larger camera
than he had previously used when traveling. His work at the British Museum
may also have instilled in him a new sense of professionalism that compelled
him to leave behind the intimate scale, calotype negatives, and quaint sub-
Jects (in his words, “the peaceful village; the unassuming Church”)18 favored
by amateur photographers and move to the ambitious technique and artisti-
cally complex style that would characterize the remainder of his career.
Fenton’s trip to the ruined abbeys and churches of Yorkshire was as much
about landscape as about architecture. Remains such as those of the vast
complexes at Rievaulx, Fountains, and Bolton were quintessential elements
of picturesque Romantic landscapes, suggesting the inexorable passage of
time and the power of nature to reclaim the most noble creations of humanity.
Diderot expressed the idea eloquently: “The ideas ruins evoke in me are grand.
Everything comes to nothing, everything perishes, everything passes, only

. .1 walk between two eternities.”'*

the world remains, only time endures. .

Fenton was surely first drawn to Bolton Abbey by the ruins of the
twelfth-century Augustinian priory nestled in a bend of the river, “one of the
most delicious and paradisiacal scenes which the heart of England holds,”
according to a writer of the period, with “the gables and pinnacles of the
Priory, appearing amongst a wilderness of trees in the open bosom of the
valley.”'® But finding the surrounding scenery to be an essential element in
his experience of the ruins, as well as a compelling subject in itself, he natu-
rally integrated architectural and landscape compositions in a single series
sharing a common spirit (fig. 21). Although we, as modern viewers, may
make a division between landscape and architecture, for Fenton they formed
a seamless continuum. One need only read the titles of his photographs to
follow Fenton’s footsteps and thought process down the wooded path along
the river’s edge: Bolton Abbey; Bolton Abbey, Bridge on the Wharfe; Entrance to
the Woods, Bolton Abbey; Valley of the Wharfe; Bend of the River; Opening in the
Woods; Wharfe and Pool, Below the Strid; The Strid. The Bolton countryside,
“surpassed by that of few places for softness and beauty in the valley or

grandeur and extent on the fells,” ' was famed for its history and visual delight.
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Fig. 21. Roger Fenton, Bolton Abbey, West Window, 1854. Albumen silver print, 25 x 88 cm
(9'%s x 18 in.). The RPS Collection at the National Museum of Photography, Film &
Television, Bradford, 2003-5000/3054

The woods were owned by the Duke of Devonshire and were frequented, with
his permission, by many a nature-loving tourist. As untouched as the woods
and streams might appear in Fenton’s photographs, the path he strode had been
carefully opened up by a local clergyman and orchestrated to give picturesque
vistas of Bolton Abbey downstream and Barden Tower upstream.

Visitors were drawn to Bolton by its natural beauty but also by its associ-
ations with William Wordsworth’s historical ballad “The White Doe of
Rylstone” (1807), the bloody tale of a Catholic rebel and his sons, all killed in
a revolt against Queen Elizabeth, and of the comfort that the rebel’s one sur-
viving daughter found in the return of a white doe that she had bred in ear-
lier, happier days. Such literary and historical associations had a powerful
effect on the Victorian imagination and understanding of landscape, much as
an otherwise unassuming field in Virginia, Maryland, or Pennsylvania may
move a modern American viewer to tears if identified as the site of the Battle
of Fredericksburg, Antietam, or Gettysburg. That the history of a place had

been filtered through the work of the nation’s greatest Romantic poet (or
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painter or photographer) only intensified its impact on a contemporary
Victorian visitor or viewer.

Some two miles upstream from the priory ruins, where the river hurries
through a deep, narrow passage with such force that it “boils and foams,”"”
Fenton made one of his finest landscapes, Wharfe and Pool, Below the Strid
(pl. 18). Black’s Picturesque Guide to Yorkshire provides a vivid description that

explains the curious title of Fenton’s photograph:

The Strid . . . receives its name from the ledges of rock by which the torrent
15 hemmed in, being here so near to each other that it is easy to stride across.
. . . Either side of the Wharfe . .

huge perpendicular masses of grey rock jut out at intervals. .

. 15 overhung by solemn woods, from which
. . Herea
tributary stream rushes from a waterfall, and bursts through a woody glen to
mingle its waters with the Wharfe; there the Wharfe itself is nearly lost in a
deep cleft in the rock, . . . the Strid, into which the impetuous waters of the
stream are hurled with a deep and solemn roar, like “the voice of the angry
Spirit of the Waters,” heard far above and beneath, amidst the silence of the

. 8
surrounding woods.'

That the word “picturesque” appears in the title of Black’s guide is no
accident, for the book clearly capitalized on the vogue for picturesque
travel—Iliterally, the seeking out of scenes that would make good subjects for
painting—that had first been articulated in the late eighteenth century by
William Gilpin in writings such as On Picturesque Beauty and On Picturesque
Travel (both 1792). Fenton’s Wharfedale landscapes—trom the rough out-
lines of the ruined abbey walls amid the trees to the jagged rocks, silhouetted
overhanging branches, and strong contrasts of tone seen in Wharfe and Pool,
Below the Strid—fit squarely within the precepts that, Gilpin explains,
elevate a scene from the merely beautiful to the picturesque.

' as an advertisement, tongue

Taken “without permission, from Nature,”
in cheek, described Fenton’s series of views made in this area, #Wharfe and
Pool, Below the Strid is a stunningly innovative composition. Perched on one
of the rocks that form the Strid, Fenton looked downstream to the frothing
waters and swirling foam in the pool below. Fishermen in gaiters, or “spat-
terdashes,” frock coats, and top hats—gentlemen enjoying recreation, no

doubt—cast their lines from either side of the pool, some almost lost in the



shadows. Daring to point his camera into the light (a move that contradicted
the rules of common practice) Fenton brought the rushing water, mist, sky,
and sunlight together, creating an effect of atmosphere that naturally calls to
mind the paintings J. M. W. Turner made a half-century earlier. No educated
Englishman in the 1850s, no photographer, and certainly no one trained as a
painter could have been unaware of Turner’s radical approach to the depic-
tion of light and atmosphere and the extent to which the artist had raised
the stature of landscape among the genres of painting. While it seems
unlikely that Fenton would have consciously set out to imitate Turner’s
effects, it is easy to imagine that he had naturally internalized them as part of
the aesthetic sensibility that guided his picture making.

This particular spot would have also called to Fenton’s mind and to that
of his public another poem by Wordsworth, “The Force of Prayer; or, The
Founding of Bolton Priory. A Tradition” (1807), which tells a story familiar
to all who visited the Strid. Romilly, the only son of a young widow, runs
with his dog to the Strid, where he had jumped across the pent-up river a

hundred times before:

He sprang in glee,—for what cared he

That the river was strong, and the rocks were steep?—
But the greyhound in the leash hung back,

And checked him in his leap.

The Boy is tn the arms of Wharf,
And strangled by a merciless force;
For never more was young Romilly seen

Till he rose a lifeless corse.

The Wharfe—here, nature herself—takes with one hand that which is most
precious to Romilly’s mother but with the other becomes a portion of her

reverence and divine comfort:

Long, long in darkness did she sit,
And her first words were, “Let there be
In Bolton, on the field of Wharf,

A stately Priory!”

The stately Priory was reared;
And Wharf, as he moved along,
To matins joined a mournful voice,

Nor failed at evensong.

With their unavoidable connection to Wordworth’s poem, the Wharfe and
Strid, like the ruins of Bolton Abbey, become a reminder of the transience of

human life in the face of nature’s eternity and sublimity.

While the greatest impact of the 1854 campaign was to launch Fenton’s long
exploration of the expressive and emotional potential of landscape, the trip
also provided an opportunity to test his new darkroom on wheels, a specially
outfitted van designed to be a light-tight space for preparing negatives in the
field. In fact, the test run probably gave little foretaste of the extreme condi-
tions he would face in the theater of war the next summer.

Fenton made powerfully expressive landscapes in the Crimea, works that
are fully as poignant as his portraits of weary officers and shell-shocked sol-
diers. The utter, heartbreaking desolation of Sebastopol from Cathcart’s Hill
(pl. 20) or Valley of the Shadow of Death (pl. 21) and the immense suffering
and death these vistas represent place them among Fenton’s most evocative
and affecting photographs. Nonetheless, they fall outside the mainstream of
his landscape work. Whereas the Yorkshire views were artistic studies
enriched by historical connections, the Crimean landscapes were the oppo-
site: essentially historical works enhanced by Fenton’s artistry. His primary
mission in the Crimea, however beautiful or moving the results, was far dif-
ferent from his steady goal of placing photography alongside the estab-

lished fine arts.

SCOTLAND, 1856

It is worth a journey from any part of Great Britain to the Metropolis, to see so
superb a collection of artistic photographs, and to learn how much photography can
really accomplish. — Photographic Notes, 1856
Only in the early autumn of 1856, having played out the commercial possibili-

ties of his Crimean series, did Fenton turn once more to the fertile landscapes
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Fig. 22. Roger Fenton, Lock Nagar from Craig Gowan, 1856.
Salted paper print, 23.5 x 27.9 cm (97 x 11 in.). Royal
Collection © 2004, Her Majesty Queen Elizabeth II,

RCIN 2160039

of Britain, traveling through Yorkshire again and on to the Scottish Highlands,

presumably on a commission to photograph the royal family at their newly
completed castle at Balmoral. Along the way north and near Balmoral, on the
Dee, the Feugh, and the Clunie, Fenton resumed the exploration of light and
atmosphere that had been so much a part of his Wharfedale landscapes of
1854. His Windings of the Dee and Reach of the Dee, both taken on the river
that runs alongside Balmoral Castle, were lauded as “great triumphs” and
praised for “their wide stretch of sight and thought” by the Journal of the
Photographic Society. “For miles away you see the river,” continued the review,

2

“wandering at its own sweet will,” passing and everpresent; its silver current

washes and topples below crops and meadows.”*’

A particularly beautiful
salted paper print not exhibited or commented on by the press but included

in an album related to Balmoral Castle, Loch Nagar from Craig Gowan (fig. 22),
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shows the mountains that overlook the Dee and the royal residence. It is a
study in atmospheric perspective; detail is suppressed, with the hills shown
nearly in silhouette and the taller, more distant peaks shrouded by clouds
and mist.

The natural rendering of skies presented a difficult technical problem for
Fenton, as it did for all photographers of the period. Since photographic
chemistry was not equally sensitive to all colors of the spectrum, a negative
properly exposed for the landscape left the sky far overexposed. Most pho-
tographers found it best simply to paint out the sky on their negatives, pre-
ferring to replace the slightly mottled, seemingly dirty atmosphere with one
that was perfectly blank and might consequently read on the print as bright
and sunlit. While Fenton too ultimately left blank the majority of his skies,

whether in architectural or landscape compositions, he was beginning to



explore the problems and potential of rendering skies naturally at just this
moment, in works such as Loch Nagar. As early as March 1854 he reported
to the Photographic Society that he had “succeeded in obtaining instanta-
neous pictures, with clouds, moving water, &c., with a single lens,” referring
to his photographs of the fleet departing for the Baltic Sea a few days ear-
lier.”” But it was in 1856 that he began to tackle skies as an aesthetic rather
than a merely technical issue.

At the 1856 Exposition Universelle de Photographie in Brussels, where
the English landscapes were described as having “a character quite peculiar
to themselves,” Fenton was praised especially for his photographs of Rievaulx
Abbey, Hampton Court Palace, and “several proofs, in which the clouds are
taken at the same time with the landscape.”®” Reviewing the exhibition of
the Norwich Photographic Society, the critic for the Norfolk News wrote,
“Pictures in which the clouds and landscape are taken simultaneously are the
best upon the whole, but even here the landscape is apt to be heavy in conse-
quence of under exposure.” He continued, however, that “Mr. Roger Fenton’s
‘Hampton Court’ is, perhaps, the finest picture of this kind which has yet
been done, and may be as fine as the art, in its present state, is capable of pro-
ducing.”®* And at the exhibition of the Photographic Society of Scotland, in
Edinburgh that December, Fenton exhibited several works that, to judge by
their titles— Clouds afler Rain and Evening—made atmospheric effects their
principal subject.”” Thomas Sutton, editor of Photographic Notes, commented,
“In this superb series of views, principally from the romantic scenery of
Scotland and Yorkshire, will be found many in which Mr. Fenton has sur-
passed the best of his former works. There are marvellous natural skies and
distances, effects of rain and haze, foliage and water, rugged rocks, mountain
passes, glens, waterfalls and ruins deliciously rendered. . . . Further than
this, the art of Photography cannot possibly be carried.”*

Fenton’s experimentation coincided precisely with that of his friend
Le Gray, who had just produced the first of a series of seascapes that would
create an enormous stir on both sides of the Channel. In 1857, in works such
as The Great Wave, Le Gray would famously solve the exposure problem by
printing his seascapes from two negatives—one exposed properly for the
shore and sea, the second for the sky—but his first published essay, made
with a single negative, succeeded by taking advantage of the reflective quali-

ties of water and by suggesting the effects of twilight or moonlight rather

than bright daylight.®” This work, Brig on the Water (fig. 23), became one of
the most famous and widely distributed photographs of the nineteenth cen-
tury and enjoyed enormous success in England. Although Sea and Sky, as it
was often called, was not exhibited publicly until the Norwich Photographic
Society exhibition opened on November 17, 1856, an advertisement in the
Times just ten days later made the incredible claim of “800 copies subscribed
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for in two months,

suggesting that the work had been widely seen since at
least late September. Given the previous contact between Le Gray and
Fenton, it is quite possible that Fenton knew of, or even saw, Le Gray’s
marines before leaving for Scotland and may have been spurred by them to
further his earlier efforts.

Two cloud studies that are among Fenton’s most moving landscapes likely
date to this moment and may, in fact, be the Clouds after Rain or Evening
shown at the Edinburgh exhibition.?® While Le Gray’s seascapes were grand
theater, Fenton took a different course in two of his compositions, each

known only in a unique print from the “gray albums” (pls. 22, 23).°° Unlike

Fig. 23. Gustave Le Gray (French, 1820-1884), Brig on the Water, 1856. Albumen silver
print, 32.1 x 40.5 cm (12% x 15'%s in.). The Metropolitan Museum of Art, New York,
Gift of A. Hyatt Mayor, 1976 (1976.645.1)
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Fig. 24. Roger Fenton, September Clouds, probably 1856. Albumen silver print,
20.6 x 28.7 cm (8% x 117%s in.). The RPS Collection at the National Museum of
Photography, Film & Television, Bradford, 2003-5000/3144/1

Le Gray's Great Wave and other dramatic seascapes, with their theatrical
sleights of hand, Fenton’s cloudscapes appear to be private meditations upon
nature, intensely felt, printed once, and kept in his personal albums. If indeed
these were the images shown in Edinburgh, they received little attention
and seem to have had no commercial life, in marked contrast to Le Gray’s.
Perhaps they were viewed as technical failures rather than poetic successes.
Regardless, they are now counted among his most romantic creations.
Fenton used a single negative, exposed for the sky, letting the land go dark;
he pushed the surface of man’s world—silhouetted trees, barely visible graz-
ing sheep, distant hills and horizon—to the bottom edge of his composition
and filled the page with a dreamlike sea of sky with waves of clouds stretch-
ing to infinite distance. As with other prints from the “gray albums,” neither
of the proofs is formally mounted, retouched, or signed, but Fenton’s care is
evident nonetheless: one of the prints is trimmed at the top in a gentle curve,
suggesting the roundness of the earth or the dome of the heavens. If it is
impossible to pinpoint precisely when and where the “gray album” cloud-
scapes were made, it is of little consequence, for these are not mere topo-
graphic records but rather expressions of man’s spiritual connection to

nature. Minimal and awesome, they seem to hover between the imagined and
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Fig. 25. John Constable (English, 1776—-1837), Cloud Study, July 4, 1822. Oil on paper

mounted on canvas, 82.1 x 49.5 cm (12% x 197 in.). Private collection

the observed, recalling Wordsworth’s love “of all the mighty world / Of eye
and ear, both what they half-create, / And what perceive.”®!

A closely related if somewhat smaller picture, September Clouds (fig. 24),
was not presented until the 1860 exhibition of the Photographic Society in
London, where it drew extensive comment.*> “The moment of taking it was
well chosen,” wrote the reviewer for the Photographic News, “and the print is
a very interesting one, and would form an excellent guide to a painter.
Nothing could surpass the delicacy with which the lights and shadows are
given, which is especially evident in the mass of cumulus which fills the cen-
tre of the picture, the white, fleecy appearance of the edges illuminated by
the sun contrasting admirably with the dark, sombre appearance of the
denser portion of the cloud.”*

In suggesting that September Clouds might serve as a model to painters,
the critic of the Photographic News undoubtedly had in mind the many water-
colors and oil sketches produced by Turner, Alexander Cozens, and a host of
other late-eighteenth- and early-nineteenth-century landscape artists who
found in the British sky not only a visual circus of changing forms, light, and
shadow but also a vehicle for the expression of emotions. John Constable, for

instance, famously wrote that skies were the “chief organ of sentiment” in



landscape painting,’* and it is perhaps this notion—rarer in photography
than in painting—that Fenton pursued in his cloud studies. Although
unlikely to have been known by Fenton in the 1850s, Constable’s oil sketches
of the English sky above Hampstead Heath, painted en plein air in 1821-22
(fig. 25), are perhaps the closest parallel to the photographer’s September
Clouds. Such subjects were still very much in vogue among painters in
Fenton’s time, however; for example, a group of cloud studies was made in 1857
by David Cox, whose works Fenton would undoubtedly encounter during
his trip to Wales, if he had not previously seen them in the annual exhibi-

tions of the New Society of Painters in Water-Colours in London.*®

NORTH WALES, 1857

Wherein lies the main attraction of North Wales to the modern holiday tourist?
Unquestionably in its scenery. —James Bridge Davidson, 1860

By 1857 Fenton could not have helped but notice that his preeminent
stature in landscape photography was being challenged by others, most
effectively by Francis Bedford (1816—1894). Bedford was already usurping
Fenton’s place as the photographer most frequently called upon by the
royal family’’ and was increasingly paired with Fenton in exhibition
reviews. Even as Fenton’s Highland views—"grand and vast expanses of
aerial perspective’—were being simultaneously damned and praised at the
1857 exhibition of the Photographic Society, Bedford’s Welsh scenes were
being celebrated as “approaching as nearly as possible to absolute perfec-
tion” and as outshining any of his former productions.”® A photograph of
Bettws-y-Coed, likely the image Bedford made in June 1856 and submitted
to the Photographic Album for the Year 1857 (fig. 26), was signaled as one that
“should be in the hands of every amateur as a specimen of the height to
which it is possible for a truly artistic eye and perfect manipulation to bring
this marvellous offspring of applied chemistry.”* Possibly feeling that the
gauntlet had been thrown down before him—or perhaps, more benignly,
inspired or enticed by Bedford’s views or by the “beautiful specimens of
scenes in North Wales, contributed by Messrs. Bent and Fitt,” the “exqui-
site specimens of Welsh scenery” by Messrs. J. and R. Mudd," or the “inter-
esting and very pretty Welsh series, by G. Wardley,”*" all submitted to the

exhibition of the Manchester Photographic Society-——Fenton set out for the
same territory later that year, in the autumn of 1857.

There he found the subjects of some of his finest landscape photographs
in the rocky streams, wooded hollows, and mountainous expanses that were
fast becoming artistic haunts. “The characteristics of the sublime and beauti-
ful in natural scenery must necessarily be dependent upon the geographical
peculiarities of countries,” wrote Thomas Roscoe in the 1853 edition of his
famous guidebook, Wanderings and Excursions in North Wales, “but it rarely
happens that in any one nation is combined such striking examples of both
these pictorial elements as are to be found in Wales.”** Like so many other
painters and photographers, Fenton made his home base the small village of
Bettws-y-Coed (Chapel in the Wood). Still a center for hiking, angling,
and sightseeing today, Bettws is nestled along the riverbank, where a noble
fifteenth-century stone bridge, the Pont-y-Pair (Bridge of the Cauldron),

crosses the Llugwy, “an impetuous little torrent.”** Its location was ideal.

Fig. 26. Francis Bedford (English, 1816—-1894), Pont-y-Pair at Bettws-y-Coed, 1856.
Albumen silver print, 19.2 x 23.8 cm (7% x 9% in.). From The Photographic Album for the
Year 1857 (London, 1857). The Metropolitan Museum of Art, New York, The Elisha
Whittelsey Collection, The Elisha Whittelsey Fund, 1963 (63.606.1.5)
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Within easy reach upstream were the Miner’s Bridge and Swallow Falls, and
ten minutes’ walk downstream brought one to the point where the Llugwy’s
waters join the Conway. The confluences of the rugged Lledr and Machno
rivers with the Conway were also close at hand, within an easy hike or car-
riage ride. Each of these rivers possessed myriad scenic spots—cataracts,
trout pools, stone or wood bridges, and steep, lushly foliated cliffs.

The heart of North Wales—the valleys of the Conway, Lledr, and
Llugwy—had been sparsely populated and relatively little visited by English
travelers until the late eighteenth century, when a new road to Holyhead
brought carriages journeying between London and Ireland. Still greater
traffic came with the rebuilding of the Bettws-y-Coed section of the road and
the opening of a bridge across the Conway in 1816.** But it was the raptur-
ous descriptions and lavish illustrations of Roscoe’s Wanderings, first pub-
lished in 1836 and reissued with an expanded section on Bettws-y-Coed in
1844, that spurred the rush of British painters and watercolorists to the vil-
lage. Roscoe’s illustrator for the Bettws section, and perhaps his knowledge-
able informant for the text, was David Cox, who first traveled through the
area in 1805 and who summered there annually beginning in 1844, drawing
around him a circle of aspiring and established landscapists.*’ Fenton himself
owned a Welsh scene by Cox’s son, David Jr., On the Lledr, as well as works
by J. P. Jackson and Dr. MacKewan entitled Moel Siabod, from the Valley of the
Lledr (1855) and The Last Leap of the Lledr respectively.*® Welsh scenes by
painters of the Bettws school dotted the annual salons of the Royal Academy
and the New Society of Painters in Water-Colours.*” As a former painter
himself, and as one who sought to raise photography to the stature of paint-
ing, Fenton must surely have taken as active an interest in the work of these
artists as in that of fellow photographers. By Fenton’s time, this “yearly
resort of the angler and the artist” was more popular than ever, and the
painters’ work, as much as nature’s, accounted for the attraction: “The
beauty of this situation, great as it is, would never have reached its present
celebrity but for the productions of the artists who have made this place a
rendezvous and camping-ground for years past.”*®

In Bettws-y-Coed, Fenton directly took up the challenge posed by
Bedford’s much-praised view of the cataract from the Pont-y-Pair (fig. 26).
Adopting precisely the position described in Roscoe’s guidebook—standing

on a rock outcropping with his back against one pier of the old bridge—
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Fenton gave form to Roscoe’s words more accurately and vividly than even
Cox’s illustration on the page facing them: “I passed over [the Pont-y-
Pair] to the opposite bank,” wrote Roscoe, “and . . . took my station upon
one of the rocky projections looking up the river. It was some time since
any rain had fallen, and the stream was comparatively shallow, exposing
the rude masses of granite that stood midway in the channel, and laying
bare to their foundations the broad deep chasms which the rushing waters
had formed in their headlong descent.”** Despite similarities, Fenton’s picture
(pl. 34) differs sharply in effect from Bedford’s. Bedford had set up his camera
on the bridge itself, framing his picture so as to balance almost evenly the nat-
ural and the man-made: the boulder-strewn river and falls below, the stone
construction of buildings and retaining walls above. By positioning himself
below the level of the upstream river, Fenton immersed himself more deeply
in the natural elements, intensifying the experience of the falls (which, as
when Roscoe visited, were far from being at full force). The dynamic structure
of Fenton’s composition—zigzagging bands of water, rock, vegetation, and
sky—is noteworthy, too. The village buildings are hinted at but are given far
less play than the dramatic natural setting. Finally, the strong tonal range
and large scale of Fenton’s print—roughly 14 x 17 inches, compared with
Bedford’s modest 7%s x 9% inches—give the picture an overwhelming pres-
ence, rivaling the size and impact of local artists’ watercolors. Few photogra-
phers of his day worked on such a scale.

On his travels through North Wales, Fenton carried not only his large-
format camera but also a small stereoscopic camera, and at many sites he
photographed with both. The stereographs lack the beauty, scale, and imme-
diate impact—what today we would call “wall power”—of the large prints,
but when viewed in a stereoscope, they convey a forceful sense of what it was
like to stand on the spot, as eye and mind merge the stereograph’s two images
into a single illusion of three-dimensional space. Beginning in May 1859
Fenton contributed to a new publication, the Stereoscopic Magazine, which
was issued in parts, with written commentary accompanying each image.®
This method of distributing his images must have appealed to him, for twenty
of his Welsh stereographs were soon thereafter issued in a book by the same
publisher, Lovell Reeve, with commentary by James Bridge Davidson.”’ “The
stereographs which form the illustrations of this volume,” wrote Davidson in

the introductory remarks to The Conway in the Stereoscope, “were taken by



Mr. R. Fenton at the same time, and frequently from the same point of view,
as those larger pictures which attracted so much attention in the Photographic
Society’s Exhibition. . .. I determined . . . to follow in Mr. Fenton’s footsteps
and examine for myself the spots he had selected for the subjects of his
art.”*? Clearly, the venture relied upon Fenton’s collaboration, and it is likely
that the book’s commentary reflects Fenton’s own thoughts about the places
visited (or at least those that were commonly held at the time) and thus
provides as valuable a narrative as one might hope for, short of the artist’s
own words. Most of the descriptions accompanying the stereographs apply
equally to their large-format cousins.

The old bridges of the area, where the time-honored tracks of man and
nature cross, were among Fenton’s most frequent subjects: not only the Pont-y-
Pair but also the Pont-y-Lledr and Pont-y-Pant (pl. 86), both crossing the
Lledr; the double bridge on the Machno (pl. 88); the bridge atop the Ogwen,
or Benglog, Falls; and the Pont-y-Garth, near Capel Curig (pl. 82). It may
seem curious at first that Fenton chose not to photograph Thomas Telford’s
Waterloo Bridge (1816), “an elegant structure of cast-iron, with an arch
upwards of one hundred feet in the span, clasping the Conway from bank to
bank,”** or Telford’s equally innovative chain suspension bridge at Conway
Castle (1822—26); both were engineering landmarks and trophies of the
Industrial Revolution’s early days. By contrast, the humble Pont-y-Pant and
Pont-y-Garth, “rude wooden bridges, resting on piers of loose stones,”** may
seem hardly worth celebrating. But Davidson describes Telford’s bridges as
“great engineering works, not especially connected with Wales itself,”*
while these unassuming, picturesque structures were regarded as physical
embodiments of the Welsh character. Like the inhabitants of North Wales,
who were viewed by mid-nineteenth-century writers as emblematic of a dis-
appearing, simpler, preindustrial country life free of the ills of modern urban
existence,” structures such as Pont-y-Pant evoked a lost time and pastoral
life that Londoners could only long for. “Whilst . . . the old national spirit of
the Welsh people is being gradually, and of late years increasingly absorbed,
under the influence of neighbouring countries,” reads the commentary
accompanying Fenton’s view of Pont-y-Pant in the Stereoscopic Magazine, “the
bold and picturesque scenery amidst which this valley holds a conspicuous
place, must always remain unchanged. There the unusual forms and sounds of

nature still retain their hold upon the imagination.”*”

Made of local stone and timber, Pont-y-Pant (Bridge of the Hollow) is
ancient, solid, and functional. It lies along the route of the Sarn-Helen, the
Roman road running north-south through the area, and the spot probably
traces its origins as a crossing point over the Lledr to that time.”® “The first
sight of this extraordinary structure, standing in an unexpected position,
arrests the eye in a way that cannot be forgotten,” wrote Davidson.” Five
miles from Bettws alongside the route to Dolwyddelan, the bridge was easily
reached even with Fenton’s cumbersome equipment. In Pont-y-Pant, on the
Lledr, from Below (pl. 36), Fenton’s new van, replacing the earlier mobile
darkroom left behind in the Crimea, is visible at the edge of a road that
Roscoe described as having a “primeval character . . . carried forward amidst
natural features the most wild and savage.”® And indeed the rigors of travel
in such terrain—and of carrying out the manipulations required for large-
format wet plate photography under such conditions—ought not to be for-
gotten. It is not surprising, then, to find that once arrived and set up at such
a spot, Fenton found several possible pictures. In addition to the photo-
graphs of the bridge itself from both upstream and downstream, each giving
a good sense of the rude construction spanning the rocky torrent, he made
several views from the bridge, looking down the gorge into the wide, fertile
Lledr Valley (pl. 35).°' In each, figures are present to give a sense of scale®
and to tie the historic sites and structures to present-day experience.

Such scenes would also have provoked in Fenton’s viewers a deeper, geologi-
cal sense of time. Davidson repeatedly commented on the strata visible in
Fenton’s photographs of the rocky landscapes of Wales, and at Pont-y-Pant,
despite the relatively low water at the time, he found that “the empty channel
spoke of the presence, at former periods, of its active and irresistible forces.”*’
To survey the landscape (or, by extension, Fenton’s photographs) and imagine
the volcanic eruptions that had formed the granite; the earthquakes, glaciers,
and torrents that had scattered boulders like children’s blocks; and the eons
that had since passed——all this was a relatively new and heady experience.
Only in the late eighteenth and early nineteenth centuries did modern geolog-
ical theories based on observation of the natural world gradually replace a reli-
gious cosmology that had imagined the world to be a mere few thousand years
old.** The rise of geology as a science did not negate the spiritual element of
the landscape, however. By invoking the visible evidence of geological forma-

tion, Davidson surely hoped also to evoke thoughts of the sublime—of the
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Fig. 27. Roger Fenton, Gorge of the Foss Nevin, on the Conway, 1857. Albumen silver
print, 40.9 x 83.7 cm (16 /is x 13/ in.). The RPS Collection at the National Museum
of Photography, Film & Television, Bradford, 2003-5000/3203

immeasurable scale and incomparable power of nature. Likewise, one cannot
know whether Fenton took any interest in, or tried to illustrate some aspect
of, the geological discussions of the period, or whether—more likely—he
responded to the dramatic natural environment in a more directly aesthetic way,
like the youthful Wordsworth, for whom the rocks, rivers, and woods of South
Wales were “An appetite: a feeling and a love, / That had no need of a remoter

charm, / By thought supplied, or any interest / Unborrowed from the eye.”®’
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Fig. 28. Samuel Palmer (English, 1805-1881), 4 Cascade in Shadow, Drawn on
the Spot, near the Junction of the Machno and Conway, North Wales, 1835 or 1836.
Watercolor over graphite and brown ink, 46.4 x 37.5 cm (18% x 14% in.).

Collection of Malcolm Wiener

At Foss Nevin, for instance, a spot popularly known then and now as the
Fairy Glen, Davidson again wrote of nature’s power.®® But Fenton’s photo-
graph, Gorge of the Foss Nevin, on the Conway (fig. 27), is an irresistibly
romantic composition depicting a spot frequented by artists before and after
Fenton (fig. 28).°" Unlike the roadside Pont-y-Pant, this narrow gorge is
accessed with difficulty, and transporting his bulky photographic equipment

must have presented Fenton with a far greater challenge than that faced by



watercolorists and sketchers. But the rewards were obvious. Here, as in
many of his Welsh pictures, he explored the seductive potential of light and
air, the “plus Turnerian atmospheres” praised in the Athenaeum.*® Davidson,
perhaps prompted by the photographer himself, pointed out that “an hour
has been chosen when the sun was shining directly down the chasm, illumi-
nating its recesses and perpetuating their outlines imperishably in the camera”
and took special note of the “dreamy effect of these warm, soft, intermingled
and half absorbed lights, occupying every degree in a scale of which the dark
hollows form the base, and the flashing water, grey rocks, and glancing oak-
leaves are the high points.”*

Similarly, “tender gradations of sky” and “delicate nuances of shade”™
were praised in Fenton’s more sweeping views of Moel Siabod rising in
the distance above Dolwyddelan and the Lledr Valley (pl. 37) and in his
dramatic vistas of the Nant Ffrancon Valley from the Ogwen Falls (pl. 31,
fig. 29). Nant Ffrancon, in particular, presented a different type of land-
scape from the narrow, wooded gorges of the area around Bettws; here the
deep green valley and rugged, barren crags—“beauty sleeping in the lap of

horror”™!

—showed the majestic scale of nature. Roscoe found the Nant
Ffrancon glen “savage and romantic” and sketched for the artist a scene that
combined in one place all three principal concepts of landscape aesthetics.
“The view presented itself full of picturesque grandeur and beauty . . . the
narrow patch of green meadow overhung by lofty mountains; the bright
river meandering towards the sea” (the beautiful and picturesque); “the
waters of the lakes rushing down the steeps, with the distant prospect, and
the gloomy horrors of the mountains far around me”™ (the sublime).
Again, Fenton made several images from essentially the same spot: at
least three views looking down the valley (one vertical, two horizontal), two
of the mountains above Llyn Ogwen, and one of the Ogwen Falls, though no
stereoscopic images of this locale are known. The spot is a particularly piv-
otal one, where a large lake, towering mountains, precipitous falls, an ancient
road, and an expansive valley pinwheel in every direction. Fenton may even
have felt some frustration at trying to encompass all the elements within his
frame.”” View from Ogwen Falls into Nant Ffrancon (pl. 31) effectively conveys
the rushing water at the viewer’s feet, the sheer cliffs and plunging drop to
the valley floor, and the soaring peaks in the distance; the horizontal variants

(fig. 29) naturally emphasize the winding course of the Ogwen River, the

diminishing scale and aerial perspective of the receding hills, and the gradual
descent of the roadway toward the valley floor.™

What is nowhere seen in these photographs, and with one exception
nowhere in the entirety of his Welsh series, is the reality of contemporary
life. Interwoven with the picturesque and sublime scenes that Fenton expe-
rienced and captured was another Wales. At the far end of the Ogwen
Valley, for example, two hundred tons of slate were extracted daily from
the Cae Braich y Cafn quarries and sent by rail to Port Penrhyn, just north
near Bangor.”” Roscoe, delighted by the employment that the slate trade
brought to a relatively impoverished region, reported happily that “the
startling blasts which occur every four or five minutes . . . carrying their
sound like the voice of thunder into the deepest mountain recesses,—alto-
gether make up a picture that seems raised by enchantment, especially
when contrasted with the grim solitude around.””® Fenton’s sole view of
modern Wales shows the small pier at Trefriw (pl. 89), the southernmost

navigable point on the Conway,77 where slate, hone-stones, and mineral

Fig. 29. Roger Fenton, Rocks at the Head of Glyn Ffrancon, 1857. Albumen silver print,
36 x 43.3 cm (1476 X 17 /s in.). The J. Paul Getty Museum, Los Angeles, 85.XM.169.19
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ores were shipped out and coal and limestone brought to the region.”
Rarely does Fenton so carefully craft a pastoral scene—here with winding
river, gravel bank, rail fence, and receding mountains—and then let mod-
ern industry take up a foreground position.

If Fenton sought with his trip to Wales to reassert his reputation as the
premier landscapist, he could not have hoped for more positive reviews. At
the 1858 exhibition of the Photographic Society, he displayed twenty-two
photographs from the Welsh series,” and they were universally praised: “No
one can touch Fenton in landscape,” wrote the Journal of the Photographic
Society, “. . . There is such an artistic feeling about the whole of these pic-
tures . . . that they cannot fail to strike the beholder as being something
more than mere photographs.”® The Athenaeum praised “Mr. Fenton’s Welsh
scenes, with tender, loving distances, with miles of fading and brightening
light. . . . The aerial perspective in some of these scenes is delicious, because
true.”®! The Literary Gazette found that the medium’s most marked and deci-
sive progress was being achieved in landscape photography and judged that
“here the palm must be unquestionably assigned to Mr. Roger Fenton.”**
And Photographic News declared flatly, “Nobody will be inclined to dispute
Mr. Fenton’s unrivalled claim to be the best English landscape photogra-
pher. He has succeeded in giving such breadth to his landscape pictures, that
one is at first almost inclined to look upon them as copies of pictures.” The
views of Wales, the writer hoped, were but “the foreshadowings of still

greater efforts” on Fenton’s part.*

VALLEYS OF THE RIBBLE AND THE HODDER, 1859

Of the hundreds . . . who have been to Paris, and Switzerland, and the Rhine, how
Jfew have gone up their own river a_few miles, to a spot, which, were it a hundred
and fifty miles away, and a “cheap trip” were advertised thither now and then,
would attract thousands! —William Dobson, 1877%*

The majority of Fenton’s efforts in 1858 were directed toward architectural
subjects and his series of Orientalist tableaux; his submissions to the exhibi-
tion of the Photographic Society in 1859 included only a meager selection of
landscapes made along the Wye and the Dove and at the Cheddar Gorge.
Again the comparison with Bedford tilted away from Fenton, with the
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Fig. 30. Roger Fenton, The Raid Deep, River Ribble, 1859. Albumen silver print, 28.5 x
40 cm (1176 x 15% in.). The RPS Collection at the National Museum of Photography,
Film & Television, Bradford, 2003-5000/2973

Photographic News obviously disappointed by the follow-up to the spectacular
Welsh views. “Fenton we have always regarded as the leading English land-
scape and architectural photographer,” the reviewer declared. “Now, how-
ever, Bedford seems likely to take the lead. In the productions of the former
we see scarcely any progress, on the contrary, rather retrogression, while in
the latter gentleman’s pictures . . . there is great and decided improvement.”
Fenton’s landscapes in particular were, the critic regretfully found, “far
below the average merit of his pieces.”*’

Perhaps feeling the sting of criticism or the spur of competition, he again
turned his lens to the landscape in 1859, this time to a softer, more civilized,
and more familiar terrain—that corner of his native Lancashire where the
rivers Hodder and Calder join the river Ribble. Fenton photographed the
buildings and surrounding landscape of Stonyhurst College on at least two
visits, in June or July and again in late December, when the yews were cov-
ered with frost and students ice-skated on the ornamental lakes flanking the
entrance drive. This Jesuit school was established in 1598 in Saint-Omer,

France, as a place where well-to-do English families could send their sons



Fig. 31. Roger Fenton, Valley of the Ribble and Pendle Hill, 1859. Albumen silver print.
Courtesy of Stonyhurst College, Clitheroe, Lancashire

for the Roman Catholic education forbidden them at home. Two hundred
years later, in 1794, it moved to Stonyhurst, “a noble building, delightfully
situated amid enchanting scenery,”*® which had descended to Thomas Weld,
himself a graduate of the school. By the middle of the nineteenth century, the
Jesuits had acquired not only Stonyhurst but the surrounding properties
as well, and the college had “a princely mansion, a noble, well-wooded park, a
fine farm in their own hands and several let to tenants, and their estate
borders the Hodder and the Ribble, along some of their best fisheries, for
many a mile.”*’

His many photographs of Stonyhurst College—fifteen of the buildings,
inside and out, and seven of the gardens and famed observatory—constitute
a more extensive grouping than Fenton undertook for any other ruined
abbey, great cathedral, or stately home, save Windsor Castle.* The number
of images, repeat visits, and opportunities for unusual access (including to
the refectory [pl. 737 and the as-yet-unconsecrated Sodality Chapel) sug-
gests that Fenton may have been carrying out a commission, though no

record of such survives.®® But Fenton had a more direct attachment to the

Fig. 82. Roger Fenton, Down the Ribble, 1859. Albumen silver print, 22.5 x 28.5 cm
(8% x 11%s in.). Collection of Daniel Newburg, London

area, and particularly to the landscapes and river views that seem to have
occupied him most during his summer visit. His first cousin James owned
Dutton Hall—*"a stately erection” just a few miles from Stonyhurst “com-
manding an extensive and varied prospect”®°—as well as substantial land
holdings adjacent to the college along the Ribble and Hodder rivers. Roger
himself was among the family members who jointly owned Lambing Clough
Farm, just next to the family’s bobbin mill at Hurst Green (fig. 2).°' Virtually
every one of the twenty-seven landscapes Fenton made in the area were
taken from or looked to property owned by Stonyhurst College, the Fenton
family, or both.

Standing on his own land at Lambing Clough Farm, Fenton photo-
graphed the valley of the Ribble at least six times, three views showing
the “Raid Deep,” or “Reed Deep” (fig. 30), and three showing the valley of
the Ribble, the fields of Dinkley Hall, and the slablike mass of Pendle Hill
in the far distance.”” When paired, images of the Raid Deep and the valley
of the Ribble form a sweeping panorama. The three versions depicting the

valley of the Ribble and Pendle Hill are particularly fascinating, as each
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frames essentially the same scene but stresses a different visual effect. In

one (fig. 31), the scene is composed and exposed so as to emphasize the
patch of farmland embraced by the bend in the Ribble. The fields are light,
with the foreground trees silhouetted against them, Pendle Hill rises visi-
bly in the background, and a hint of clouds can be seen in the sky. A sec-
ond image (fig. 32) suggests an atmospheric perspective as the Ribble
winds its way into the distant landscape. The third version (pl. 78) is the
most daring. Fenton has shifted the camera to the right, so that the bend
in the river is no longer evident, and has organized his page as a series of

horizontal bands: glassy water in the foreground, the gravel riverbank,
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Fig. 83. Roger Fenton, The Keeper’s Rest, Ribbleside,
1859. Albumen silver print, 5.2 x 42.7 cm (137 x
16'7s in.). Victoria and Albert Museum, London,
PH.355-1935

the row of trees, fertile fields dotted with neat sheaves of wheat, distant
farms and rolling hills, and, faintly, Pendle Hill. Most compelling, and in con-
trast to the other two variants, is the way Fenton has created a landscape in
which the trees are more clearly defined in reflection than in reality; his
shadow detail is remarkable, and the leaves of trees and furrows of fields are
all visible on close inspection, but it is only as reflections that the trees have a
graphic clarity. That this play of reflection is central to the composition is
hinted at by Fenton’s unusual decision, on all three known prints of this
image, to mirror the rounded corners of the top edge—common in his

N . . 03
work—Dby trimming the bottom corners in a similar manner.



Nearly every one of Fenton’s many landscapes includes some passage of
water: a river, waterfall, pond, or lake. Rivers in particular were essential to
mid-nineteenth-century British life. They quenched the thirst and put food
on the table, powered the mills and carried off effluent, provided recreation
and sport, cleansed the body, soothed the soul with their murmurings, and
excited the poetic and artistic imagination. In one view along the Hodder, a
young boy—no doubt a Stonyhurst student—stands on the wooded bank
with his back to the camera and looks downstream to an Edenic scene of
rippling water, abundant foliage, and gently lit atmosphere. The spiritual
connection with the landscape that Fenton’s contemporaries felt is unhesi-
tatingly expressed in the title of this photograph: Paradise, View down the
Hodder, Stonyhurst (pl. 74).

Figures appear often in Fenton's river scenes, not merely to convey a sense
of scale but also to offer, as in so many Romantic paintings, a surrogate for the
viewer, a place to stand within the picture and be subsumed in its environment.
Such is the case with the young boy in Paradise. In many other images, Fenton’s
figures are fishermen. Angling was the perfect sport for one inclined to seek
communion with nature, and the angler the perfect vehicle for an artist desir-
ing to invite a certain type of contemplation. Ever since 1zaak Walton, author
of The Compleat Angler (1653), had “laid aside business, and gone afishing”
some two centuries earlier, the “gentle art” had become intertwined with art
and poetry, and with the love of nature. Whether or not Fenton fancied himself
an angler (and why not?), it is easy to imagine him finding an alter ego in the
fisherman along the Wharfe, Lledr, Dee, or Hodder, studying the current,
measuring the light, preparing to cast his line, as it were, at precisely the right
moment. One need only substitute the photographer in place of the fisherman:
“The pleasure of angling consists not so much in the number of fish we catch,
as in the pleasure of an art, the gratification of our hopes, and the reward of
our skill and ingenuity: were it possible for an angler to be sure of every cast of
his fly, so that for six hours together his hook should never come home without
a fish to it, angling would be no more a recreation than the sawing of stone, or
the pumping of water.”*

The photographs of the Lancashire landscape present no exception to this
emphasis on water and fishing. The rivers adjacent to Stonyhurst were
extraordinarily abundant with salmon and trout (“morts” and “sprods,” in

local parlance), racing toward the sea in springtime and returning a month

or two later “when the beans are in flower, the country folk say.”* Although
Fenton’s photographs give few hints of their economic importance, the
rivers were more than spots for recreational fishing and communing with
nature; fishing rights along the Ribble and Hodder were valuable assets.”®
Stonyhurst’s fisheries extended for miles, including many of the spots pho-
tographed by Fenton—the Raid Deep, the Sale Wheel, the Old Hodder
Bridge. Old “Harry Keeper” (Harry Holden, the keeper of Stonyhurst) remem-
bered netting fifty salmon one afternoon in the Raid Deep;”” Harry may be
the man in a white hat who appears with some gentleman anglers across the
river in The Keeper’s Rest, Ribbleside (fig. 33). And it is no doubt somewhere
along these banks that the salmon, trout, and rabbits of Spoils of Wood and
Stream (pl. 75) were laid out in a rustic still life.

Given a place of honor at the east end of the annual exhibition of the
Photographic Society in London in January 1860, Fenton’s Stonyhurst land-
scapes garnered mixed, and sometimes contradictory, reviews. The Keeper’s
Rest appears to have been universally admired, the British Journal of Pho-
tography calling it “altogether a refreshing picture” and both the Photographic
News and Photographic Notes admiring Fenton’s skillful inclusion of a group
of figures in a landscape.”® The Athenaeum praised his taste in selecting sub-
Jects, choosing picturesque spots, and conveying a sense of light, atmosphere,
and perspective.”® Other pictures were described as “excellent specimens,”
“charming,” and “no less worthy of praise,” and the Builder declared that
“Mr. Roger Fenton in landscape retains his position.”'®

By contrast, Fenton’s printing of two images, M/l at Hurst Green (fig. 2)
and Cottages at Hurst Green, was generally found wanting. The British Journal
of Photography praised the subjects but regretted that they were “not given
with Mr. Fenton’s usual ability.”'®' Photographic News called the first “so well
chosen . .. [and] so beautifully rendered, that it would seem hypercritical to
mention its trifling defects” but deemed the second “deficient in sharp-

neSS.” 102

The Athenaeum found no fault with their details but bemoaned “a
uniformity of shade about them that completely mars their general effect.”
This, the critic felt, was not the fault of Fenton’s negatives, which he divined
were “as fine as any that can be produced,” but rather of the printing and
toning: “In this he frequently fails to bring forth a proof at all commensurate
with the plate.”'”> And the Photographic News made the inevitable compari-

son with Bedford: “Fenton’s pictures have the advantage as regards size, but
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those by Bedford represent such beautiful scenes, and have a tone so pecu-
liarly rich, that it is with renewed pleasure one returns to look at them.”'**
That the quality of Fenton’s printing should be considered deficient by his
contemporaries is revealing, because a viewer bemoans the same fact one
hundred and fifty years later. Many of his most brilliant and beautifully com-
posed pictures exist today only in unsatisfying examples. Fenton’s albumen
silver prints are often so discolored as to render the picture flat and unattrac-
tive. Whether this discoloration was visible to Fenton’s critics, or whether
we are seeing flaws that have become evident only with age, is difficult to
know. It is striking, however, to compare Fenton’s own prints with those
produced from the same negatives in the 1860s by Francis Frith, who bought
the bulk of Fenton’s negatives at the 1862 sale of his photographic equip-
ment and stock. Although often printed from damaged plates and with a dif-
ferent (or indifferent) interpretation of the image, Frith’s albumen prints
have a tonal range and color regretfully lacking in many of the photogra-
pher’s own prints. Of all Fenton’s albumen prints, the body of work that is,
on the whole, most appealingly printed and best preserved is the still-life
series photographed and printed in 1860; perhaps he altered his technique—
or replaced the assistants who helped him print his work—in response to
the criticism of his submissions to the Photographic Society show earlier
that year. Oddly, his landscapes from 1860 are not markedly different in print

quality from most of his earlier work.

THE LAKE DISTRICT, 1860

For the lover of nature and healthful recreation, no tour could be devised of a more
pleasing or agreeable character than that which these lakes afford.
— Black’s Shilling Guide to the English Lakes, 1853'%°

Having photographed a personally familiar but little touristed terrain in
1859, Fenton traveled the following year to the corner of England best
known for the beauty of its landscape—the Lake District in northwest
England. His final landscape campaign surveyed an area long admired not
only for the lakes and rivers themselves but also for the mountainous topog-
raphy, which includes England’s highest peaks. The area became a particular

favorite for searchers after the sublime during the Napoleonic era, when
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travel to the continent was curtailed, and by Fenton’s time it was a common
tourist destination—nature almost at one’s doorstep, easily accessible by
train. According to Black’s, “no tract of country in Britain combines in richer
affluence those varied features of sublimity and beauty which have conferred
upon this spot so high a reputation”—an appreciation, it will be admitted,
that sounds rather like Roscoe’s comments about North Wales.'” The Lake
District was particularly celebrated by British painters and poets, most
notably by its native son Wordsworth, and the experience of the landscape
was enhanced for visitors communing with the artistic spirit of those who
had come before. Black’s included extensive quotations from literary and
poetic descriptions of the area, which, the editor felt certain, would “not only
contribute to elevate the feelings and improve the heart, while the reader is
contemplating the scenes which are there portrayed, but will also form a
spell by which, in coming years, he may recall the pleasures of the past, and
revisit in imagination the scenery over which we are now about to conduct
him.”*°” This idea—that the poem might serve as a guide to the experience
and as an aide-mémoire to recall its pleasure in later years—was precisely
parallel to the impulse that stimulated the tourist market for photographs at
the same moment.

Wordsworth himself had published 4 Description of the Scenery of the
Lakes in the North of England in 1822, and his identification with the Lake
District was common currency by midcentury. Like other visitors, Fenton
apparently enjoyed the literary resonance of the landscape. At the 1861
exhibition of the Photographic Society he appended to his Bridge in Patterdale
a passage from the poet’s Excursion (1814)—"“Thus having reach’d a bridge
that overarch’d / The hasty rivulet, where it lay becalm’d / In a deep pool,

”1%%__and attached lines from

by happy chance we saw / a double image
“The White Doe of Rylstone” to a view of the ruined choir of nearby
Furness Abbey.

Fenton’s photographs of the Lake District include the region’s principal
tourist features—the 1,900-ton Bowder Stone near Borrowdale, the view
from Newby Bridge (pl. 79), the waterfall called Ara (or Aira, or Airey) Force,
and, of course, the lakes themselves, including Windermere, Ullswater, and
Derwentwater. Numerous signs of recreation are visible: the Bowder Stone
had a ladder that sightseers could climb for a panorama of the valley, and

several photographs of the lakes include the rental rowboats maintained by



Fig. 34. Roger Fenton, Derwentwater, 1860.
Albumen silver print, 22.4 x 28.7 cm
(8'%6 x 1176 in.). National Gallery of Art,
‘Washington, D.C., Anonymous Gift,
1997.97.2

hotel keepers “for those who prefer a quieter mode of transit” than the
steamers that plied the larger bodies of water.’” Among the photographs
from this campaign, Derwentwater, Looking to Borrowdale (pl. 80) stands
out as the most serene and least touristic. Of all the lakes, Derwentwater
was said to have special appeal for those familiar with the rugged mountain

'1% and, as in his Scottish landscapes, Fenton’s

scenery of the Highlands,
rendition includes a remarkable sense of atmospheric perspective and natu-
ral sky. The charm and poetic power of this picture stem from Fenton’s
having pared the subject down to its three most basic elements—water,

land, and sky—and having blurred the boundaries between them. The sur-

face of the lake reflects the cloud-laden heavens; earth and water merge

seamlessly at the marshy shore; and the air itself appears more palpable
than rock as it blocks from view the distant mountains. This is the quintes-
sence of landscape.

As with other particularly evocative locations, Fenton made more than one
picture at this spot. Two close variants, Derwentwater (fig. 34) and Hills at the
Foot of Derwentwater,''' put less emphasis on receding space and more on the
flat picture plane—bands of sky, hillside, and water stretching across the
page—and present each element in its more characteristic form: limpid

atmosphere, dark, solid earth, glassy water.
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Reviews of Fenton’s submissions to the Photographic Society’s exhibi-
tion of 1861 suggest that critics thought his work had reached a point of
stasis; it was “very beautiful “but] in no respect superior to photographs
exhibited by that gentleman four or five years since.” Once again the
warmest praise was for Bedford. Even an admiring comment about some
of Fenton’s photographs concluded that “perhaps Mr. Francis Bedford
never produced more perfect works”—the qualifier “perhaps” no doubt
sticking in Fenton’s craw.''® Scant evidence exists today to suggest why
Bedford was so highly esteemed and so favorably compared with Fenton

throughout the late 1850s and early 1860s.

Fenton’s landscape work constituted a relatively brief but pivotal explo-
ration that grew out of a gentleman amateur tradition and gave way to a
more commercial topographic production. The amateur strain from which
he emerged began with Talbot and his circle in the 1840s and continued
in the 1850s with many of Fenton’s contemporaries, including Benjamin
Brecknell Turner, Thomas Keith, John Dillwyn Llewelyn, and Henry White.
To be sure, each photographer had his merits—Turner excelled at convey-
ing the rough textures and age-old traditions of rural life, for instance,
and White rendered sparkling light and delicate detail as well as anyone.
But for most of them photography was a relatively private affair, a weekend
avocation shared with friends, family, and fellow Photographic Society
members, with little aspiration for public recognition or expectation of it.
Except for Turner, these gentleman amateurs commonly worked on a mod-
est scale and produced compositions in which charm was favored over rigor
or grandeur.

Despite Fenton'’s supreme mastery of the medium and his central role in
positioning photography as a professional, artistic pursuit in the 1850s, he left
behind no direct successor, no fervent disciple, no circle of students. His
influence was both broader and less specific than that. As the medium’s leading
artist and most persuasive advocate, Fenton was an exemplar of photographic
accomplishment—what other aspiring photographers reached for but failed to
grasp. Particularly in the area of landscape, no one else in the 1850s worked on
the scale, and with the ambition, of Fenton, and no one of note would do so

again for decades. The only other British photographers who utilized the large
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negatives routinely favored by Fenton were those working abroad—Charles
Clifford in Spain, Robert Macpherson in Italy, Francis Frith in Egypt,
Linnaeus Tripe and John Murray in India. In the oeuvre of each, landscape
was a minor note, an exception among series dominated by architectural sub-
jects and destined for topographic surveys and tourist albums.''”

At home in Great Britain, landscape remained a popular subject
throughout the 1860s, with photographic views of this or that region
enjoying a lively tourist market at railway bookstores and local print
shops. Bedford, Frith, George Washington Wilson, and others devoted
vast expanses of glass plate to picturesque scenes. But in nearly every
case, one feels that the photographs were meant to serve an illustrative
rather than an artistic purpose—they were mementos of a trip to the
Brighton seashore, the Yorkshire dales, or the Lake District, not unlike
the picture postcards that would eventually take their place at the turn of
the century. The economics of marketing to a middle class, rather than
to gentlemen of means with literary, scientific, and artistic education,
encouraged photographers to produce a larger quantity of smaller, less
expensive, less refined photographs. Nearly all of Bedford’s, Frith’s, and
Wilson’s prints in the 1860s were of relatively small size or in the stereo
format. Aesthetic factors such as careful composition, optimal lighting
conditions, and exquisite printing were less important than the recognizable
rendering of a familiar sight. The pressures of the market did not allow
photographers of the 1860s to spend the time that Fenton must surely
have devoted to scouting out the best viewpoint and awaiting the perfect
light for his finest works of the previous decade. Even a run-of-the-mill
depiction of a famed locale was far more likely to sell than a handsomely
made landscape or nature study of an unidentified place. It is not surpris-
ing that when the London print seller Thomas Gladwell advertised
Fenton’s photographs for sale in 1858, few artistic studies per se appeared
on his list, which was largely composed of views of stately homes, cathe-
drals, abbeys, and “Public Buildings and Parks of London” (fig. 67). Even
those who sought photographs by the famous Fenton preferred a great
artist’s depiction of a known, historical subject to a more purely artistic com-
position. Such choices seem natural if one thinks of the parallels with por-

traiture of the period: customers at the most lavish portrait salons were



more interested in purchasing little cartes de visite or cabinet cards of the
royal family, leading actors and actresses, politicians, poets, and military men
than images of unknown or inconsequential persons, no matter how beauti-
ful the subject, grand the scale, or perfect the rendering.

If not a direct result of these changing practices and economics of photog-
raphy, Fenton'’s retirement was certainly a reflection of them, and perhaps

his absence from the scene hastened the pace of change. For a decade, Fenton

had held the medium of photography in delicate balance, raising it from the
domain of the sketcher and dilettante to that of the professional artist, while
at the same time keeping at bay by the example of his work the push to a
more commercial, industrialized product geared to mass consumption.''* In
Fenton’s quest to find and hold that balance, landscape—which has so little
raison d’étre beyond the aesthetic—provided the perfect vehicle for demon-

strating what could be accomplished in the new art.
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In Pursuit of Architecture

GORDON BALDWIN

For the late Valerie Lloyd, who imparted her enthusiasm for the work of Fenton,

and for the late Kelly Edey, whose architectural library remains an inspiration.

he best-known and most widely exhibited photographer of the
1850s, Roger Fenton had begun to attract the attention of the press

even before the Crimean work of 1855 that made his reputation.' In

the years that followed, the variety of his subject matter, coupled with the
consistently high quality of his work, guaranteed the continuation of that
interest. Fenton went on photographic expeditions in Britain in the late
summer and early autumn of every year from 1852 to 1860, except for 1855,
when he was in the Crimea, and each time he made both landscapes and
studies of architecture—of time-wracked abbeys, weathered cathedrals,
or country houses. (While reviewers of the later 1850s often thought of
Fenton’s ruined abbey views as landscapes® and distinguished them from his
other architectural studies, here they will all be treated as part of the same
innovative enterprise.)3 The following winters, at exhibitions in London, he
showed his trophies. From 1854 until 1861 he placed work in every annual
exhibition of the Photographic Society in London as well as at other venues
in London and elsewhere. Records indicate that his landscapes were some-
times mixed with his purely architectural studies, but it is unclear how much
control he had over the placement of his pictures.* He made at least 450
images of buildings, more than of any other class of subject except the pic-
tures made between early 1854 and 1860 to record objects in the collections
of the British Museum.” When he was free to choose his subject, most often

he photographed architecture.

Opposite: Fig. 35. Roger Fenton, Roslin Chapel, South Porch (detail), 1856; see pl. 26

While an intrepid voyager, Fenton blazed no trails in selecting architectural
sites. Nearly invariably he went to celebrated places, the exceptions being loca-
tions to which he had ties of kinship.® During the first half of the nineteenth cen-
tury there were numerous publications devoted to prints of ruined abbeys,
cathedrals, and other noteworthy British edifices. These engravings or litho-
graphs were usually accompanied by texts ranging in content from the his-
torical to the descriptive and in tone from the reverent to the chatty. As James
Ackerman has pointed out, the illustrations for these books “established conven-
tions of architectural representation that were adopted, no doubt unconsciously,
by photographers: the positions from which to shoot the facades and apsidal
ends of churches, the interiors, the choice of details.”” Indeed, the formal geo-
metric configurations of buildings like cathedrals in and of themselves dictate
certain logical viewpoints to both the graphic artist and the photographer.
Views aimed straight at a principal front or a side of these buildings are as
inevitable as they are informative and particularly reveal the structure’s formal
planar geometry. Views made at an angle offer a more volumetric description. In
his mature practice Fenton’s usual method was to employ both types, varying
their proportions in response to the particularities of the site, and occasionally

incorporating a narrative element. His interest was always pictorial, not didactic.

FIRST FORAYS, 1852

Fenton’s first depictions of buildings are salt prints from paper negatives

that he made at Cheltenham, Tewkesbury, Gloucester, and Tintern in 1852,



Fig. 36. Roger Fenton, Tewkesbury Abbey, 1852. Salted paper print from waxed paper
negative, 21.3 x 18.1 cm (8% x 7% in.). From The Photographic Album, part 1 (London,
1852). Photographic History Collection, Smithsonian American Art Museum,
Washington, D.C., 319,886

at the beginning of his photographic career. They were presumably
accomplished during a single trip from his home in London, as the four loca-
tions lie relatively close to one another in southern England and nearby
Wales. The subjects included a spa and its surrounds, parish churches, a
ruined abbey (fig. 86), and a cathedral; he made several views of most of
these buildings. A few were published at the end of the year® but were not
much liked by the Illustrated London News, although acknowledged therein as
the product of an artist’s eye.” Another trip in 1852 took him to Crimble,

near Bury, in Lancashire, where he visited his father and stepmother and
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their children and made a photograph of the house in which he was born."
In short, when Fenton left for Russia in September of 1852 he had some
experience in photographing architecture but had not yet arrived at a
specific approach.

His nominal commission in Russia was to document the construction of a
four-span suspension bridge across the Dnieper at Kiev that an acquaintance,
the sometimes difficult engineer Charles Vignoles, had undertaken for Czar
Nicholas 1. Oddly, almost no photographs of Vignoles’s bridge by Fenton
seem to have survived;'' however, in Russia he seized the opportunity to cre-
ate his first substantial body of work on architecture or, for that matter, any
class of subject, and the pictures still exist, often in multiple examples.'?
Made using Gustave Le Gray’s process for waxed paper negatives, which,
advantageously for a traveler, could be prepared in advance, these are quite
possibly the earliest surviving photographic images of Russia.'” They were
taken in Kiev, Moscow, and Saint Petersburg; most are distant views of the
walls of the Kremlin in Moscow, with churches and palaces ranged behind
the fortifications (pl. 4). Fenton’s overall view from what he called “the old
bridge” across the Moskva River encompasses the slender water tower,
beyond it the then-new great palace of the Kremlin, the early-sixteenth-
century octagonal bell tower of Ivan the Great, and the Cathedral of the
Archangel (pl. 3). Towers and walls recede into the distance in a fleeing per-
spective enhanced by the sweep of barges angling away from the bridge and
down the river."*

Fenton partially circumnavigated the great walls enclosing the Kremlin
complex and made several views of it from across the river, but if he also
took views from its landward sides, they have not survived. There are gaps
in his series of negative numbers, so perhaps some negatives proved impos-
sible to print on his return to England.

A more dynamic image, taken from the riverside rampart, looks along
foreground merlon crenellations past a series of towers that jostle to be seen,
then zigzags to the distant water tower at the end of the rampart, with the
river below and an immense construction project in the far distance (pl. 5).
Because of the spectral imbalances in his photographic materials, the green
slope at the right appears far darker than it was in actuality, a deeply shad-
owed void that dramatically counterbalances the whites of the towers and

the profusion of riverine detail. While the Kremlin, a famous, large, and



sprawling subject, was hard to encompass, Fenton realized that he had
entered nearly virgin photographic territory and intended to produce sev-
eral summary overviews of it. His compositional abilities raised these images
above conventionally descriptive touristic views.

A quietly spectacular image of the domes of the Cathedral of the
Assumption was taken, as John Hannavy discovered and recounted, from a
ledge halfway up the tower of Ivan the Great (pl. 2)'°—a perch that took
considerable effort for Fenton to reach with his bulky camera and supplies.
The burnished foreground domes, which almost seem imbued with personal-
ities, are echoed by their huddled fellows in the middle ground; the city of
Moscow lies beyond. Light on a variety of surfaces—gilded metal, rough
roof tile, white plaster, stone—1is gently conveyed in the soft tones that a
paper negative yields. One wonders what kind of permissions Fenton
obtained to gain access to these ramparts and the tower staircase, since these
parts of the Kremlin were effectively private property belonging to the impe-
rial family.

A construction site, in this case that of the Church of the Redeemer, was
an unusual subject choice for the period. The unfinished cathedral seems to
have been adopted for purely pictorial reasons, unless perhaps Fenton’s
companion Vignoles wished to document the mammoth scale of this project
(pl. 6). Undertaken to commemorate the epochal events of 1812, including
Napoleon’s burning of Moscow and the subsequent decimation of the French
army, the church took from 1839 until 1883 to complete. The serried stacks
of tree trunks that fill the foreground were raw material for future scaffold-
ing; they provide a nearly abstract foil for the workers’ barracks in the
middle ground and the sheathing on the rising behemoth beyond. The dense
overall patterning of the image, made up of repeated small-scale components
that include the range of dormer windows, is relieved by the emptiness of the
sky. Having lugged his equipment to this spot, Fenton also turned around
and used the same battalions of wood as foreground for a long-range view of
the Kremlin.

Russia provided Fenton with a variety of opportunities to develop his skill
in photographing architecture, which, except for a few portraits of Russian
individuals, constituted nearly his sole subject matter there. Because the
Russian pictures were usually made at some distance from their subjects and

have the softness that a paper negative produces, they offer general impres-

sions of the appearances of buildings and their contexts. These were not
studies of architecture per se, as would later be the case with Fenton’s pic-
tures of types of buildings more familiar to him. His vision would become
more expansive, his images more powerful, with time (and a change of
medium and scale); but the Russian photographs were the foundation for

what followed.

IN SEARCH OF THE PICTURESQUE, 1854

Having been trained as a painter in the 1840s, Fenton could hardly escape
the preoccupation with the picturesque—amounting almost to a cult—that
was an essential component of British art in the first half of the nineteenth
century. It is true that his own eclectic, if not particularly distinguished, col-
lection of engravings, watercolors, and paintings was made up largely of his-
tory paintings and genre scenes, with a sprinkling of portraits, still lifes, and
watercolors made in Wales.'® On the evidence of their titles, the three paint-
ings of his own that he placed in exhibitions in 1849, 1850, and 1851 were
also genre scenes.'” But if it cannot be said that an idea of the picturesque
was fundamental to Fenton’s artistic vision before he took up photography, it
became so soon afterward. Describing his experiences in the Crimea in a
speech given to the Photographic Society,'® he mentioned a preliminary trial
expedition with his photographic van in 1854 in which he set out for the
ruins of Rievaulx Abbey “in search of the picturesque.” He used the word
without irony and expected that his audience would fully understand what
was by the 1850s a thoroughly established artistic canon."’

When Fenton chose to go to Rievaulx in northern Yorkshire in the early
autumn of 1854 to photograph the remnants of the great twelfth-century
Cistercian abbey, he was displaying no great ingenuity, since the site,
although isolated, was well known and much appreciated. As early as the
1750s a local landowner, Thomas Duncombe, built terraces into his land-
scaped grounds to afford distant views of the remains of the buildings. John
Sell Cotman painted watercolors on the site in 1803, as did Joseph Mallord
William Turner in 1812. Fenton may have seen these paintings and would
certainly have had a general knowledge of these artists’ works. William
Westall (1781-1850) made and published a drawing of the distant ruin seen
from Duncombe’s terrace in 1820,”° and William Richardson (1822—1877)
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produced a series of precise, delicately colored Romantic views of Rievaulx.
These and his other paintings of decrepit ecclesiastical buildings in the
region were published as lithographs starting in 1848.>' The photographer
Benjamin Brecknell Turner exhibited a single talbotype of Rievaulx at the
annual exhibition of the Photographic Society in London in January of 1854,
it was presumably made the previous year and was surely seen by Fenton. In
the same show Fenton himself exhibited a number of architectural studies,
including a single salted paper print of Gloucester Cathedral, two albumen
prints each of Raglan Castle and Tintern Abbey, and five of Gawthorpe Hall,

all made in 1853; and a small host of salt prints of ramparts, cathedrals, and
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Fig. 37. Roger Fenton, Rievaulr Abbey, the Transepts,
1857. Photogalvanograph of original 1854 salted
paper print, 18.6 x 22.4 ¢m (77 x 8 '7 in.). Collection
Centre Canadien d’Architecture /Canadian Centre for
Architecture, Montréal, PH1980:0018

palaces in Russia from his 1852 trip.** (Fenton’s photographic output in 1853
was smaller than usual, perhaps because he was too busy launching the
Photographic Society, mastering the wet-collodion-on-glass process, and
seeking employment with the British Museum.)

Nor was Fenton the last photographer to work at Rievaulx. His greatest
contemporary rival in the field of architectural photography, Francis
Bedford (1816—1894), was there during the same summer.*’ Philip Henry
Delamotte (1820-1889) and Joseph Cundall (1818—1875) published their
albumen prints of Rievaulx in 4 Photographic Tour among the Abbeys of
Yorkshire in 1856. The peripatetic Francis Frith, the architectural specialist



William Russell Sedgfield, and both the now-obscure Reverend Dr. Henry
Holden (active late 1850s) and the even more obscure J. Beldon (active early
1860s) all exhibited their photographs of Rievaulx in London. In other
words, the site, although remote, was famous. What Fenton accomplished
there, however, was uniquely his own.

The evocative remains of Rievaulx are cupped in a serene, verdant, steeply
wooded valley less than ten miles from Harlsey Hall, the house in which
Fenton’s wife, Grace Elizabeth Maynard, had grown up. If he had not
already fixed on these lovely ruins as a destination after seeing earlier works
of art made there, perhaps she suggested them as a subject. In either case, his
extensive photographic expedition to Yorkshire in the summer of 1854 was
undoubtedly combined with visits to her extensive family, many of whom
were scattered through the county. (In 1856 he would again visit East
Harlsey, this time on his way to Scotland.)

At Rievaulx Fenton used photography both to picture an extraordinary
place (unspoiled to this day) and to construct a narrative, or rather, two con-
trasting narratives. In his transverse view across the presbytery, an exten-
sion of the nave—the nave itself had completely disappeared by the time of
his visit—Fenton placed a single female figure, in all probability his wife,
kneeling at the deeply shadowed site of what was once the high altar (pl. 11).
In doing so he was invoking English religious history and the original use of
these precincts (although not by women). If ruins represent the surrender of art
to nature, here the overzealous agents of the picturesque were Henry VIII's
commissioners, who had carried out the destruction of this and other monastic
communities. The overt Romanticism of this image of a woman in prayer is
reinforced by its predominantly dark tones, with her cloaked form nearly lost
in the gloom. To achieve this composition the photographer was required to
hoist his camera up onto adjacent fallen masonry.

On the other hand, in Fenton’s long view back down the presbytery to the
single remaining arch where transepts and nave once crossed, a solitary
woman sits reading in the late afternoon sunlight, enacting a contemporary,
secular use of the premises for leisure, rather than devotion (pl. 12). Within
the vertical composition her diminutive figure emphasizes the tremendous
size of the soaring crossing arch that spans and frames the distant land-
scape—which itself continues the recession into space and then closes it. To

obtain a high vantage point Fenton placed his camera in a window frame

above and behind the high altar. Therefore the perspectival lines formed by the
column bases, capitals, and springings of the arches converge well above the
grassy floor. For draftsmen and watercolorists of the period, a classic single-
point perspective of this kind down the long axis of a church was possible
even in ill-lit interiors, and indeed, predictable. But because of the limitations
of his photographic materials and the dimness within medieval buildings,
Fenton was generally able to produce this kind of axial view only in roofless
ruins,”* as he did at Rievaulx and also at Fountains and Furness abbeys.

While it is close to certain that the same person appears in both views, the
first of these two photographs represents the past, the second the present.
Fenton’s diversity of mood from one photograph to another speaks to his
complex intentions at Rievaulx and hints at his own church attendance and
underlying belief.** These two principal scenarios are also enacted in two
other photographs of the seven that he made at Rievaulx. In the first, which
seems in equal parts picturesque and religious, the woman, again wearing a
cloak but with the addition of a wide-brimmed hat, stands in the middle dis-
tance, her back to the camera (fig. 87). She is nearly lost among the humps of
luxuriant greenery that cover the fallen stones of the nave and is dwarfed by
the foliage-tufted walls of the ruined transepts and the crossing arch, now
seen from the opposite direction. The camera is placed low, seeming to fol-
low in the woman’s footsteps. Her stance, as if contemplating the ruin before
her, and her garb, which resembles a pilgrim’s, make the photograph into a
melancholy invocation of a vanished past.

In another image the same woman sits reading in the foreground outside
the church, in the shelter of a small pointed arch, while a girl, presumably
Fenton’s eight-year-old daughter, Annie Grace, poses as if climbing a rustic
fence (pl.10). This is a representation of a relaxed and pleasant outing. Like
another photograph of the same two people, in which nothing of the abbey is
visible,”® it suggests to the viewer how the site is to be enjoyed in the pres-
ent. Watercolorists were free to interpolate figures of any sort into their
compositions and occasionally they depicted persons in medieval dress, but
Fenton seems to have been the only photographer who used actual people to
evoke the past. Neither when playing roles from the past nor as themselves
in the present can these figures be considered to embody orthodox pictur-
esque taste, which preferred the gypsy or beggar to the priest or tourist.”’
The pictures that Fenton made at Rievaulx not long after he had begun
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seriously to photograph monastic architecture reflect a certain spontaneity, a
personal response to the buildings not always found in his later work.*”
Perhaps the presence of his wife and daughter provided inspiration.

From 1854 on Fenton employed collodion-coated glass negatives. For this
process chemical manipulations had to be carried out both immediately
before and immediately after the exposure of the negative in the camera, and
thus a portable darkroom was a necessity. To house and transport his dark-
room and numerous requisite photographic chemicals and supplies, Fenton
purchased a carriage in 1854 from a Canterbury wine merchant and had it
elaborately refitted to his purposes.*® Following its baptismal expedition to
Rievaulx the carriage was shipped to the Crimea in 1855, where, after hard
usage, Fenton sold it. He had another built when he returned to England. In
all probability he most often used the railroads to transport his vehicle to the
station nearest the site he wished to visit, rather than having his assistant,
Marcus Sparling, drive it all the way from London to distant counties along
what were still rather rudimentary roads.”® Fenton and his companions,
whether his wife and family or Sparling or other assistants, then also trav-
eled by train to these rendezvous, although several changes may have been

required; there was not yet a united rail system, only many small lines.

INTO SCOTLAND, 1856

At the beginning of his photographic expedition to Scotland in 1856, off the
windy coast of Northumberland, Fenton visited the stark ruin of Lindisfarne
Priory, on a tidal island that had been revered as a holy site since the seventh
century. Who accompanied him is not known, but in one photograph the
informal dress and nonchalant pose of the shirtsleeved figure with his back
to the camera suggest that he is the invaluable Sparling (pl. 24).°' Out of the
disorderly components of the ruined eleventh-century Norman priory
Fenton wrested a roughly symmetrical composition centered on the one
remaining diagonal crossing arch, which had spanned the space where nave
and transepts once met. To do so he placed his camera at a forty-five-degree
angle to the axis of the nave so that its direction was perpendicular to the
span, a view that would have been wholly impossible inside the building
when it was intact. In fact, the blocky ends of the gaunt arch connecting the

west side of one transept with the east side of the other lie in two different
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planes, but the flattening effect of the lens makes them appear to be at equal
distances from the picture plane. Fenton managed to torque the Romanesque
masonry into place on the surface of the paper and use the great arch, now
sometimes called the rainbow arch, to frame the tidal flats and coastline in
the distance.*® While on the Holy Island he also made separate views of the
adjacent salt flats. His work in this isolated place, which even today can be
reached only at low tide, was an auspicious prologue to the series of photo-
graphs he made at the ruins of Kelso, Jedburgh, and Melrose abbeys in the
Scottish Borders as he gradually moved north that autumn, switching from
landscape to architectural study as the opportunity presented itself.

He made five studies of the ravaged but still substantial remains of the
abbey at Melrose, moving his camera around the tilting tombstones in the
churchyard cemetery. In a vertical study of the south transept, an enormous
window filled with an elegant filigree of flamboyant Gothic tracery soars
above the tiny figure of a woman in white, posing on the threshold of the
porch (pl. 25).*° Closer to Edinburgh, Fenton stopped at Roslin to photo-
graph a disused fifteenth-century chapel that after a turbulent history had
been reroofed, repaved, and reglazed in the eighteenth century. While the
ostensible subjects of his study of the south porch are the foliate-patterned
window frames (filled with comparatively modern glass) and the porch with
its heavy arch and empty niches flanking the door, the photograph is prima-
rily an exercise in depicting depth (pl. 26, fig. 35). The view, taken from out-
side the building, looks through the doorframe into the chapel and across its
width, then out a door on the north side that opens onto the churchyard,
through a doorway in the boundary wall, and past a crude fence of pointed
sticks, coming to rest on a postage-stamp-sized landscape of distant fields.
By opening three doors each more distant from the camera, Fenton obtained
a series of frames of diminishing dimensions and turned the chapel into a
telescopic tunnel of stone leading the eye through successive shifts between
light and dark. His ability to recognize that an ordinary architectural study
could be transformed into a sophisticated composition of varying planes is
an aspect of the highly sensitive perception that distinguishes Fenton’s pho-
tographs from the work of his contemporaries.**

After stopping in Edinburgh, the Scottish expedition moved north and
terminated in September in the Highlands, where Fenton photographed, at

Queen Victoria's request, her newly completed castle of Balmoral and made



portraits of most of the royal princes, in kilts, lounging on the lawn (pl. 30).
It is possible that this commission was the raison d’étre for Fenton’s trip to
Scotland and that his visit was timed to coincide with that of the queen to

her new home.

A QUARTET OF CATHEDRALS, 1857

The next year, 1857, Fenton traveled to the sleepy town of Ely in Cambridge-
shire to photograph the famous cathedral that towers above the surrounding
low-lying countryside. He seems to have first approached the building from
the gentle slope that leads to its western front, as pilgrims do. He moved his
camera progressively closer to the facade in three stages as he crossed the
greensward. The west front of a cathedral, designed to make a strong initial
impression on the visitor, is the logical starting point for a set of representa-
tions in any medium, even if, as at Ely, the west front is quite lopsided, its north-
ern section having been pulled down well before Fenton’s arrival. The twelve
known pictures he made at this site are his first sustained study of a cathedral,
and their number indicates that as a subject Ely particularly appealed to him (as
well as that he was blessed with consistently good weather).

From the west he circled the building, stopping to make a general view of
it from the southeast and a study of a deeply carved Romanesque doorway
before arriving at its battered and appealingly gawky east end (pl. 49). He
angled his view of this spiky thirteenth-century presbytery to show a row of
flying buttresses whose repetitions emphasize its length. The angle also
makes possible a sharply upward view of the pinnacled octagonal lantern
that rises above the central crossing and, beyond it in the distance, a vertical
sliver of the crenellated tower of the west front. The resultant collection of
bumpy spines gives the upper section of the photograph an energetic silhou-
ette, and the building bulges off the paper like a billowing sail. Had Fenton
moved his camera even slightly to the right, the view of the flank of the pres-
bytery would have been obstructed by a lady chapel that projects parallel to
it. The effect of the length of the cathedral receding into the distance is
enhanced by the overexposure, which makes the west tower seem shrouded
in mist. The evenly lit east front has a somewhat patchwork appearance
because of the variable weathering of the stone, the asymmetrical windows

of differing dates and styles, and the lack of a turret atop one buttress.>> This

Fig. 38. Benjamin Winkles, after a drawing by Robert Garland, Ely
Cathedral, East End, 1836. Engraving, 14.8 x 10.7 cm (5'%s x 47 in.).
From Winkles's Architectural and Picturesque Illustrations of the Cathedral
Churches of England and Wales (London, 1886—42), vol. 2, pl. 70.
Research Library, The Getty Research Institute, Los Angeles,
NA5461.W5

photograph is perhaps something of an ugly duckling, but it has distinct
power that far more clearly conveys the timeworn character of the building
than contemporary engravings of the same subject, which tend to erase the
effects of time. For instance, Benjamin Winkles’s engraving of twenty years
earlier made from precisely the same vantage point sanitizes the facade at the
same time that it overemphasizes its vertical thrust (fig. 38).%

Outside the immediate cathedral surrounds, in a park to the south, Fenton

made a lengthwise view of the whole of the building in which the dark
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foliage of trees alternates with the light stone of the towers, seemingly
coeval elements in their environment (pl. 50).”” Placing a structure in its
context is so consistent a concern in Fenton’s architectural work that in
some late pictures the depiction of the space surrounding buildings is nearly
as important as that of the buildings themselves. Fenton’s last large-format
photograph of Ely shows a lane leading to the cathedral, with a street
sweeper glancing up at the camera as if caught in midstroke.”

It may have been in order to have a substantial number of images to place
in the first exhibition of the Architectural Photographic Association in
January of 1858 that Fenton concentrated on photographing cathedrals
in 1857. He probably traveled steadily north, moving from Ely first to
Peterborough, then on to Lincoln, and finally, after changing trains, to York.
He made few views of the cathedral at Peterborough: five, according to an
advertisement in the Sarum Almanack Advertiser,’® which also mentioned ten
taken at Lincoln. The known Peterborough images are studies of the early-
thirteenth-century west front, the south transept, and the east end.*

What was perhaps Fenton’s first study of the noble cathedral of Lincoln
was made almost a mile from the building, near the spot where he would
have alighted from the train. He positioned his camera to frame a view across
a broad section of the river Witham and up past warehouses and other com-
mercial premises to the hilltop cathedral, which is outlined against the sky.*!
After transporting himself and his equipment up the hill, he would logically
have next made a view encompassing the huge west front of the cathedral,
but this was not possible; the buildings that surround the cathedral precinct—
and specifically the Exchequergate, which leads into the cathedral close—
were too near the west front to permit him to frame the whole of it on his
glass plate. Instead he entered the precinct and isolated a very small section
of the facade to make a symmetrical study of the formidable central doors
and their immediate surrounds, with stonework filling the frame from
edge to edge (pl. 51). The severity of the emphatic rhythms created by the
eleventh-century semicircular repeating arches is softened by a row of stat-
ues of Christian kings later inserted into the Norman facade. Flanking the
central section, mitered bishops in niches stand guard. Uncommonly for a
photograph by Fenton, the image seems as flat as an architect’s elevation
drawing or a stage set (for a tragedy?), except for the diagonals at the bot-
tom created by the edges of the stone flagging. At the right a man in black
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leans casually against the building, inconspicuous against the dark stone, but
his shadow races across the pavement to end in a silhouette of his arm and
top hat on the door. The inclusion of this figure, the same size as the statues
above him, both makes clear the scale of the architecture and brings the pho-
tograph into the (nineteenth-century) present.

To achieve a more general view of the west facade above the line of stat-
ues, Fenton made use of the obstacle that had prevented his making a view of
the whole; he stood on the roof of the Exchequergate. Even this vantage
point clipped off parts of the church’s towers and its sides. He resorted to
putting the camera on top of a section of the old city wall, which allowed him
to shoot across and over the wall of the bishop’s garden in the foreground
and make a photograph of the thirteenth-century Galilee porch attached to a
corner of the cathedral’s south transept (pl. 52)." The porch, a more recent
structure than the south flank of the nave adjacent to the left, is distin-
guished in this image, however, not by its more sharply chiseled stone but
by the brilliance of the light falling on its southern side and the intensity

of the shadows on its west. Because the negative was printed to emphasize

Fig. 39. Francis Bedford, after his own drawing, York Minster, South East View, ca. 1850.
Lithograph, 11.5 x 17 cm (4 X 6 /s in.). From George Ayliffe Poole and J. W. Hugall,
An Historical and Descriptive Guide to York Cathedral and Its Antiquities (York, 1850), second
frontispiece. Research Library, The Getty Research Institute, Los Angeles, 90813661



contrasts of light and shade, the porch stands out sharply in three dimen-
sions against the relatively flatter body and tower of the cathedral. Fenton
effectively vivified the inert stonework, making it appear that the porch has
an existence nearly independent of the rest of the structure.”” Extraordinary
pictures of this kind could be produced because of several factors always
present in the creation of his mature architectural work. He had the ability to
choose and frame a precise point of view and the patience to wait for the
light to fall so that it best illuminated his subject. And, working before the
invention of either light meters or automatic camera shutters, he used his
experience and judgment to time an exposure correctly, then carefully
printed the resultant negative to extract its maximum expressive power.

Only eight of the ten photographs of Lincoln Cathedral advertised in the
Sarum Almanack Advertiser are now known. The four others that we have are
an angled view of the south side of the choir with its attached chantry
chapels, a straight-on shot of the same subject, a view of the east end of the
cathedral, and one of the upper sections of the west facade.”* On leaving
Lincoln, Fenton moved north to York, where he made his last images of
ecclesiastical edifices for 1857. It was not his first photographic excursion to
that city. During the 1854 expedition to photograph ruined abbeys in
Yorkshire he had also made a view of the cathedral York Minster seen from a
street called the Lendall, and in 1856 he had published the image as a photo-
galvanograph.*” Perhaps for that reason he did not make a distant view of
the cathedral in 1857; nor did he photograph the whole of the west front,
possibly because of spatial constraints within its boundary railings and
traffic without. There is one photograph showing about half the western
facade with two gentlemen poised to ascend the steps to the central doors,
and another made closer to those doors but with only one figure.*’

Fenton’s most expansive view at York is of the minster from the southeast
(pl. 47). Because the photograph was made close to noon, the east sides of
the south transept and of the towers are in shadow, but most of the surfaces
are sunlit and free of shadows, making them appear flat. Thus the photo-
graph resembles an architect’s classical two-point perspective drawing or a
nineteenth-century print based on such a drawing.*" Specifically, it is very
much like the lithograph of the minster from the same angle made by
Francis Bedford in about 1850 (fig. 39).*" In this medium Bedford was able to

alter some of the homelier details of the building, particularly the windows

Fig. 40. Benjamin Winkles, after a drawing by Hablot
Browne, York Cathedral, South Transept, 1835. Engraving,
14.7 x 10.9 cm (576 X 476 In.). From Winkles’s Architectural
and Picturesque Illustrations of the Cathedral Churches of
England and Wales (London, 1836—42), vol. 1, pl. 21. Research
Library, The Getty Research Institute, Los Angeles,
NA5461.W5

of the sacristy adjacent to the transept, to give the cathedral a more uniform
overall appearance; he also elongated and enlarged the roofline pinnacles.
While Fenton could not alter the particularities of the architecture, he was
able to create a counterpoint between the subtle gray tones of the cathedral
and the rich black shadows of the crenellated foreground buildings, the
details of which were effectively erased. His placement of the great block of
the central tower at the right and running all the way up to fill the sheet
more closely resembles the composition of a drawing of the south transept
by Hablot Browne, reproduced as an engraving by Benjamin Winkles in
1835 (fig. 40), although Browne’s drawing was made at a sharper angle to

the building, visually compressing its length and emphasizing its verticality.*

63



Both the engraved drawing and the lithograph are animated with figures,
while, uncharacteristically, there are no people visible in Fenton’s photo-
graph. The existence of several images of this particular aspect of York
Minster, in various media and spread over a long period of time, demon-
strates not just the durability of certain viewpoints with breadth of view and
accessibility to recommend them but their near-inevitability as stances for

L
artists.*

Draftsman, engraver, and photographer all sought, and in their
different ways conveyed, the amplitude and grandeur of the cathedral.

In the two other large-scale photographs that Fenton executed on this
trip to York, he framed the image so as to separate out a section of the build-
ing. One was a view of the whole length of the south side of the choir, the
other a view of the chapter house with a fraction of the apsidal end of the
church.”’ He exhibited his photographs of York at the Architectural
Photographic Association in London in January 1858, along with his studies
from Ely, Peterborough, and Lincoln. Nearly simultaneously he placed only
one view of each of these four cathedrals in the Photographic Society of
London exhibition, to which his major contribution was twenty-two photo-
graphs from his other great body of work of 1857, the landscapes he had
made in North Wales.”

CATHEDRALS, COUNTRY HOUSES, AND LONDON VIEWS,
1858

If Fenton’s architectural preoccupation in 1857 was wholly with cathedrals, in
1858 his subjects were more varied.”> To be sure, he again photographed
cathedrals, this time farther west in England at Salisbury, Wells, and Lichfield.
The reasons for his choices of cathedrals remain unclear. Why, for example,
did he not go to Winchester? Its cathedral is famous and ancient, and the town
lies nearer to London than Salisbury, to which it is close, although on a
different rail line.”* (Fenton’s competitors Bedford and Sedgfield also omitted
to photograph Winchester.) Near Wells Fenton also worked at the monastic
ruins at Glastonbury, returning to a subject type he had not touched for two
years and would not revisit for another two. His architectural repertoire
expanded to include country houses such as Hardwick and Haddon, where he
made several images, and Chatsworth, where he took two. He also continued a

series called “Public Buildings and Parks of London.”* In 1858 he became
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increasingly interested in photographing the interiors of buildings, a consider-
able technical challenge given the limitations of his photographic materials
and, as Richard Pare has pointed out, the necessity of moving chemicals and
paraphernalia close to the spot where the exposure was to be made.*

When Fenton traveled to Glastonbury—a place hallowed since the earli-
est days of Christianity in Britain and also connected to Celtic legends and
stories of King Arthur and his court and of the Holy Grail—he found few
standing remains of the great abbey that had once been there. The principal
exception was the walls of a small chapel variously associated with Saint
Joseph of Arimathea and the Virgin Mary. The interior of this roofless
chapel was crowded with ivy rather than parishioners, the exterior encrusted
with lichen. Fenton made three photographs of the chapel and three others
of the arches of the choir and the remaining two great piers that had sup-
ported a tower over the crossing of the abbey church.’” His view of the
arches where the end of the north aisle met the crossing is as filled with veg-
etation as with stone (pl. 48). Stray bits of worked stone dot the lawn that
covers what was once the floor of the abbey, including one that perfectly
anchors the lower right corner of the picture. At the left edge and through the
right arch, encroaching trees threaten to invade the ruins. The plinth of grass
forms an edge-to-edge horizontal at right angles to the vertical band of stone
rising to the top on the right. This formal geometry imbues the photograph
with a gravity and tranquillity that seem wholly appropriate for holy ground.

Fenton’s working method at cathedrals remained consistent in 1857 and
1858 and for Salisbury, Wells, and Lichfield may be roughly summarized
(these descriptions are tallies of the images produced, not a calendar of his
operations at each site). While his usual practice was to situate the structure
in its landscape by making a view of it from a distance, at Lichfield he did not
do so, probably because the topography afforded him no opportunity. But in
every case he captured the visitor’s initial and perhaps strongest impressions
of the church’s exterior by creating views of its west front that move pro-
gressively closer, usually in three stages with the angle of view varying
slightly each time. To these studies he added others of different parts of the
buildings, concentrating on the chapter house and the cloister at Salisbury,
on doorways at Lichfield, and on exterior sculptural details at Wells.

In the garden at Salisbury that then was the bishop’s and now belongs

to the cathedral school, a spot that Turner and John Constable had often



painted, Fenton dodged the substantial elm trees to obtain three views of the
thirteenth-century chapter house, always seen in relation to the fourteenth-
century tower.”” The most successful has the tower placed in the center of
the page, rising above a dark block of foliage that masks the separation
between the chapter house and the cathedral proper (pl. 565). In a visual col-
lage of spatially disparate elements, one side of the octagonal chapter house
directly lines up with the triangular gable of the church’s south transept, the
roof of which is in turn pasted to the shaft of the tall central tower. The tri-
angular peak of the transept is balanced on the right by the slightly smaller
triangle atop a second, southern transept that is mostly concealed by trees.
Architecture and trees are united by the broad band of dark grass marked
only by the white streak of a path traversing its upper edge. As he had with
the park at Ely (pl. 50), Fenton used masses of foliage to balance masses of
stone, but in this more densely packed composition he added a powerful if
imperfect bilateral symmetry.

Fenton took as many photographs of Salisbury as of any other cathedral.
Besides the three in the garden he made a particularly striking image of the
south front seen from a distance, in which the tip of the spire, the tallest in
England, grazes the top edge of the photograph—a compositional device
employed by both Turner and Constable.”” There are three studies of the
west front, two in the cloister, one at the east end, another of the lady chapel,
and three inside the building—one each of the south aisle, the south
transept, and across the south aisle and nave to the north aisle.”” While his
overlong exposure along the axis of the window-lined, relatively light-filled
south aisle produced a somewhat bland view down its length, the far more
intense view made diagonally across the long axis of the cathedral, from the
south aisle looking through the nave to the north aisle (pl. 56), is perhaps
Fenton’s darkest photograph (he probably also made negatives that proved
too dark to print). The sparse light is widely distributed and of varying
intensities. One clerestory window at the top and a tiny segment of its
neighbor are visible above the areas of banded light falling on the arcade of
the nave. The vertical ribbing of slender composite columns that divide nave
from aisles can barely be made out to left and right of the thick composite
pier that bisects the image. Bright light illuminates one of the recumbent
effigies, half-light another. A muted glow washes across the nave floor to the

feet of two more stone catafalques, beyond which rise four softly lit lancet

windows in the north aisle. Fenton has again used a rough bilateral symme-
try to structure his image. His interest in interior light, at a time when few
other photographers attempted to record it, would continue to manifest
itself elsewhere: at Wells Cathedral, Westminster Abbey, and Saint George’s
Chapel in Windsor Castle, and in country houses such as Haddon Hall and
Mentmore, and at the college at Stonyhurst.

Steady concentration over several days must have been required to finish
the quantity of work Fenton accomplished at Salisbury. He produced an only
slightly smaller number of photographs at Wells Cathedral, taken from a
similar range of viewpoints.”’ Two of the north side, one quite close in, show
medieval statues in niches that despite being nearly at ground level had sur-
vived the depredations of Cromwell’s iconoclasts—unlike most in England,
which had been defaced, beheaded, or pulverized (fig. 41).°® It was at exactly
the time of Fenton’s work that the Victorians began to fill these empty
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Fig. 41. Roger Fenton, Detail of Sculpture, Wells Cathedral, 1858. Albumen silver print, 86.2 x

43.5 cm (14% x 17% in.). Collection Centre Canadien d’Architecture/Canadian Centre for
Architecture, Montréal, PH1978:0081
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perches with new stone ranks of prophets, disciples, bishops, and English
and Old Testament kings. This enthusiastic replenishing greatly animated
and altered the fronts of cathedrals like Wells and Lichfield, which in Fenton’s
photographs are both plainer and more planar than they appear now.

At Wells, Fenton again tackled the difficult problem of working with
recalcitrant photographic materials in dim interiors. His perennial interest
in depicting the light inside buildings may well have originated with his
work at the British Museum, which began in 1854 and continued until late in
the decade. Many of the museum’s galleries, however, had considerably more
available light than medieval buildings. In his image of the skylit Dzscobolus
at the head of a gallery of Assyrian and Egyptian sculpture, Fenton was able
to play the white form of the athlete against the dark frame created by its
immediate surroundings (pl. 46). One wonders whether he simply took
advantage of existing dramatic lighting or had the statue moved into place
expressly for the photograph.

Inside Wells Cathedral Fenton completed three images: one of the lady
chapel, another of the windows in the south aisle, and a third that runs the
length of the nave to a pronounced and unusual architectural feature,
the great “scissor arches” installed in the fourteenth century to steady the
columns at the crossing of nave and transepts.®” The indistinct edges of
the shadow indicate that the exposure was exceedingly long. These photo-
graphs of Wells had commercial viability. A view of a gateway near the
cathedral taken by an unknown photographer incidentally includes a large
board leaning against railings that advertises “first class photograph
views” of Wells Cathedral, Glastonbury Abbey, and Cheddar Cliffs, made
by “R. Fenton, Esq.” (fig. 42).%*

At Lichfield, the last cathedral he photographed in 1858, Fenton varied
his program. He omitted the view from a distance and devised no interior
studies. As often, he made three views of the west front, but all from about
the same distance. The remaining images are of three of the cathedral’s
doorways. There is a single image of a side door on the west front, but more
interesting are his photographs of the highly decorated central door of the
west front and the door of the south transept. Apparently he used cameras of
two different sizes to make a larger and a smaller picture of each doorway.
The differences were not only of size but also of proportion and thus breadth of

view. The larger format was more rectangular; from the negatives, untrimmed
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Fig. 42. Unknown photographer, Sign near Wells Cathedral Advertising Fenton
Photographs (detail), ca. 1859. Albumen silver print, 16.8 x 22 cm (67%s X 8'/s in.).
The J. Paul Getty Museum, Los Angeles, 84.X0.735.1.147

prints of about 15 x 17 inches could be made. The smaller, close to square,
produced untrimmed prints of about 12 x 12 inches.”” The larger plate
necessitated a longer focal length, which implied a smaller aperture and pre-
sumably a longer exposure.

In the larger format Fenton produced a perfectly symmetrical photo-
graph, Lichfield Cathedral, Central Doorway, West Porch, in which two figures
can be seen just inside the partially opened left-hand door of the west front’s
Early English central entrance (pl. 53).°° One appears to be a parishioner, the

other a priest. While a single figure would have sufficed to indicate the great



height of the doors (which seem even taller because the floor level inside the
cathedral is lower than the outside pavement), the inclusion of two people
establishes a modest narrative content. Fenton is demonstrating that the
cathedral is a functioning church. The doorway itself was regarded as “one of
the most beautiful designs in the country.”®” The men are dwarfed on right
and left by graceless cement statues of the late 1820s so tall that their heads
graze their overhead canopies. (Replacements for older, severely eroded
sculptures, they would in turn be replaced by shorter and svelter stone stat-
ues in the 1870s.)®® The black interior of the church and the deep shadow
under the portal’s complex, sharply silhouetted arch both play against the
lighter gray of the surrounding stone. In the even more deeply shadowed
photograph made with a smaller camera, the left-hand door remains open
but there are no figures.

The idea that Fenton wanted to show the cathedral in active use is rein-
forced by the larger of his two doorway studies of the south transept (pl. 54).
Seen only from behind, the man who seems to enter the church is slightly
mysterious, despite the fact that he was, of course, posed. His figure and the
shadow that hops up the somewhat overexposed steps in the right fore-
ground animate what is an extraordinarily rich print. The dog-tooth orna-
mentation of the central arch, chiseled from hard stone that weathered more
slowly than the soft red sandstone of the subsidiary arches, still appears crisp.*®

What impelled Fenton to concentrate on exterior doorways at Lichfield,
something he did nowhere else, is not known. He might have read in John
Britton’s book on Lichfield that the south transept doorway was “a fine and
peculiar specimen of this style of architecture.”” By the middle of the 1850s,
most English cathedrals had so often and so thoroughly been examined in
both prose and picture that few of their external features remained unre-
marked. The novelty of Fenton’s depictions was that they were photographic.
They represented the distinguished beginning of a new phase in an ongoing
tradition. After spending considerable effort on the photographing of cathe-
drals in the summers of 1857 and 1858, Fenton gave them up as a subject
(with the exception of six views of Southwell Minster completed in 1860).

Great country houses are a subject quite different from medieval cathe-
drals, but Fenton’s approach to both, like his picturesque treatment of
monastic ruins, was characterized by a desire to establish the siting of the

structure within the landscape. At Chatsworth House in 1858, at Harewood

House in 1859, and at Wollaton and Mentmore at unknown dates, Fenton
showed the house from a distance; there are no known prints to establish
whether he did so at Haddon or Hardwick. When he arrived in Derbyshire at
the celebrated Elizabethan mansion Hardwick Hall, indelibly tagged “more
glass than wall,” the weather was good, as we know from the open windows
and the just-visible laundry spread out to dry on the hedge between the
simple wooden fence and a rough stone wall (pl. 69). This view of the house
was devised as a diagonal perspective with two vanishing points, allowing
the volumes of the building to be easily seen. The fantastic stone cresting
along the tower roofs incorporates the initials ES below a coronet—a proud
proclamation of ownership by the builder of the house, Elizabeth, Countess
of Shrewsbury, who had outlived four husbands of ascending social status.
The myriad panes of glass attested to her wealth, since glass was very
expensive in 1597 when the house was completed, and houses were taxed
partly according to the number of their windows.”*

There are no known interior views from Hardwick, but there are two of
the ballroom in nearby Haddon Hall, which was barely inhabited when
Fenton visited it, perhaps with his wife. In the garden he made studies of
this stately, rambling medieval manor house from six angles, including two
from the same vantage point; in the larger of these he posed sideways to the
camera wearing a kepi he had brought back from the Crimea.” Fenton seems
to have had little access to Chatsworth, which is close to Haddon, as only
two views of it are known, one of the house from a considerable distance and
one looking over a wall at its Italian garden.”

Fenton’s photographs of Wollaton Hall (in Nottinghamshire) were never
exhibited and the date of their making is uncertain, but it was not during his
1858 summer trip, since the trees that partially screen this spectacular example
of Elizabethan architecture are bare of leaves (pl. 71). The use of trees to veil
a building, a device that unifies the landscape with the architecture, can be
considered a descendant of picturesque image making, although the result
differs from the picturesque in intention and effect. A highly embellished, for-
mally symmetrical house surrounded by a groomed park is not the same as
a ruined castle engulfed by twisted conifers. In this depiction of Wollaton, a
wooden fence slides to the right across the foreground and then zigzags
sharply back to the left while catching a marvelously subtle silvery light on

its rails and pulling the eye deep into the composition. The gleaming facade
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of the house moves the eye back to the right, where it comes to rest in the
center of the composition. The stonework appears in what John Szarkowski
termed Fenton’s “low, opalescent sunlight."74 In comparable fashion, Fenton
in about 1859 framed a seemingly mist-enshrouded Mentmore through a
dense screen of trees, and in 1860 he vignetted with leaves a similarly hazy
tower of Windsor Castle in the upper corner of a photograph.”

In addition to his photographs of monastic ruins, cathedrals, and country
houses, another major type of architectural image that Fenton made is found
in the series advertised as “Public Buildings and Parks of London,” which he
began in 1857 but probably did not finish until 1858 or even 1859.” These
were the only substantial group he created in the city, although not his first
London photographs. Very early in his career, in 1852, Fenton had exhibited
three London views: of Highgate Cemetery, of Hammersmith Bridge, and of
Saint Mark’s Church, Albert Road, which was under construction near his
house in Albert Terrace (fig. 8), and which he later attended. In early 1856 he
showed two pictures of Holford House in Park Lane and in addition an image of
Saint James’s Park in thick fog dated February 1857 and two undated shots of
the Zoological Gardens in Regent’s Park (also near his home).”

Numbers inscribed on the mounts of prints in the series depicting public
buildings and parks range from one to fifty-two, and at least one had a vari-
ant, so clearly this suite of large-scale pictures was extensive. Unfortunately,
only twenty-three images from the sequence can now be securely identified,
although there are six unnumbered prints, one with an additional variant,
that from their subject material nearly certainly also belong.” Unless there
were gaps in Fenton's numeration, there are at least twenty images of
London that are now lost, and, sadly, many of the extant prints are not in
good condition. Given their commercial potential, it is surprising that Fenton
showed only a single image from the series, one of his three views of Trafalgar
Square. A sole contemporary advertisement for their sale has been found
(fig. 67). Were these products of Fenton’s most accomplished period so
attractive that those he sold were hung on walls until they faded wholly
away? The public structures he chose included the Houses of Parliament,
Westminster Abbey, Saint Paul’s Cathedral, Somerset House, the Horse
Guards, the British Museum, Waterloo Bridge, and Buckingham Palace.
He photographed in Kensington Gardens and Hyde Park, where he studied

the heroic nude Achilles by Richard Westmacott that is a monument to
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Wellington and the marble screen by the architect Decimus Burton. Subjects
of these kinds did not carry with them the clear and compelling precedents
from other graphic media that had informed his views of monastic ruins
and cathedrals.

More than half the surface of the photograph that Fenton labeled L. (for
London) No. 1 is taken up with the soot-stained fifteenth-century gatehouse
of Lambeth Palace on the south side of the Thames, the city residence of the
archbishop of Canterbury (pl. 58).” A policeman stands on the pavement
with his back to the closed doors of the gateway, watching the photographer.
Next to him is a one-horse van that seems to be a delivery wagon, not
Fenton’s traveling darkroom, unless he used a smaller van in the city than on
his long expeditions into the country. If the van is in fact his darkroom, the
man next to it would be an employee who doubled as darkroom assistant and
driver, and Fenton would have placed the vehicle there to animate the scene.
Across the river lie the new Houses of Parliament in the final stages of con-
struction. Visually, palace and parliament roughly balance each other, but the
photograph should probably be understood as a juxtaposition of the very old
with the very new rather than as an abstract statement about the relation of
church and state. Unsurprisingly, Fenton made more images of the New
Palace of Westminster (the official name of the Parliament buildings), rang-
ing from details to distant views, than of anything else in London. It was the
seat of government at a time when Britain dominated the world and was also
an imposing construction project and source of national pride. The vast Neo-
Gothic Houses of Parliament, designed by Sir Charles Barry assisted by
A. W. N. Pugin, had been under construction for nearly twenty years and
would not be entirely finished for another ten.*

From a spot very close to his vantage point for the Lambeth Palace gate-
house but on the riverbank itself, Fenton made a more comprehensive view
of the Houses of Parliament (pl. 59). By calculating the angle of his view so
that the length of Westminster Abbey appears as a continuation of the par-
liamentary buildings, Fenton was able to use the cathedral’s west towers to
extend the parade of pointed silhouettes and have the church’s bulk act as a
counterweight to the left of the colossal Victoria Tower. The center of the
picture falls exactly at the corner where the facade of the building shifts
from sun into shadow. The dark vertical of the tower, topped by scaffolding,

is doubled by its reflection in the river, so that it reaches from the foreground



to the sky at right angles to the long horizontal run of the linked church and
palace. The exposure must have been short, since the outline of the steam
vessel crossing the river is distinct and clouds are visible. The muddy tidal
flat on which the tripod sat would soon disappear with the construction in
the middle 1860s of the Albert Embankment on the south side of the river.

To make his most distant and atmospheric view of Parliament, Fenton stood
on Waterloo Bridge facing upstream (pl. 60). He used the long arc of the chains
of the Hungerford suspension bridge (built by Isambard Kingdom Brunel in
1845), which bore pedestrians, not vehicles, to frame his view of Westminster.”'
By rounding the upper corners of the print he eliminated areas of inadequate
plate coverage while echoing, in reverse, the curving chains. The dark form of
the bridge stands out against the progressively lighter gray tones of buildings
receding along the shoreline to the west. These delicately modulated tones are
complemented by the striated clouds overhead. This is one of numerous works
that demonstrate Fenton’s ability to carry the eye into the depths of an image—
his mastery of aerial perspective. The composition also makes evident how
completely the towers of Parliament and Westminster Abbey dominated this
part of London in the mid-nineteenth century and how central the river
remained to the life of the city, acting as both an artery and a barrier.

In addition to surveying Parliament from Lambeth and from Waterloo
Bridge, Fenton took at least two views along Victoria Street as he approached
the west facade of Westminster Abbey, flanked by the parliamentary clock
tower on the left and Victoria Tower on the right (fig. 78). There were also at
least three studies of the exterior of the new House of Lords: one shows its
flank and that of the adjacent, ancient Westminster Hall, and two others con-
centrate on the Peers’ Entrance, both with and without a hansom cab drawn up
at the door.** There were three if not four views of the main front of Bucking-
ham Palace, inside which Fenton had frequently portrayed the royal family.*®

Involved since 1854 in a project to document parts of the British Museum’s
collections and some of its galleries, Fenton also made two studies of the
building’s front exterior (pl. 40). To establish a fleeing perspective, he placed
his camera so that the sharply raking lines of the entablature of Sir Robert
Smirke’s Neoclassical facade begin in the upper left corner of the photograph
and, with all the other perspectival lines, continue to a vanishing point at the
right beyond the frame of the image. The heavy Ionic colonnades encasing

the blocky volumes of the museum’s two wings and central pavilion pivot

around the stubby, black iron lamppost with which his camera was aligned.
The scale of these elements and of the forecourt itself wholly dwarfs the
woman and two children who bring life to what would otherwise be an empty,
even ominous scene. The only persons who stayed still long enough to register
clearly on the negative, they are altogether likely to be Mrs. Fenton and
two of her young daughters. Fenton’s other view of the museum’s exterior,
taken straight on and thus more static, is a study of its central pedimented
portico.** As previously noted, when studying buildings Fenton had always
been concerned with establishing them in their context, whether woods,
street, lawn, or waterside, but as he continued to make images of city
structures he became increasingly interested in depicting urban space for
its own sake. For example, when photographing the buildings along each
side of Trafalgar Square he took pains to include the square itself, even
though that meant diminishing the scale and visibility of the surrounding
museum, church, hotel, and office buildings. This interest in space as shaped
by architecture would continue to develop in his later work, particularly

that done at Harewood in 1859 and at Windsor Castle in 1860.

HAREWOOD, MENTMORE, STONYHURST, AND OXFORD,
1859

Fenton had far greater access to the magnificent eighteenth-century
Harewood House in West Yorkshire than had been the case at Haddon,
Hardwick, and Chatsworth. When he went to Harewood in 1859 his brother-
in-law Charles Septimus Maynard was the estate manager.*® This connection,
and a commission from the Lascelles family to document at least some aspects
of their house, made it possible for Fenton not only to survey it from a
distance and photograph its terraces but also to make group portraits of its
inhabitants on the terraces. His most distant view of Harewood, taken from
the south, is more landscape than architectural study (pl. 66). Within an oval
format, an irregular dark wreath of foliage opens just enough to show one
wing of a building on a slope above a lake that returns barely discernible
reflections of house, hillside, and trees. This can be thought of as a view of a
Neoclassical house in the picturesque style.

To encompass the whole of the house rather than just a wing, Fenton

moved out of the trees and to the right for a view across a meadow and the
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Fig. 43. Paul Sandby (English, 1731-1809), Harewood House, ca. 1785. Watercolor,
61.5 x 87 cm (24 /4 x 847 in.). Reproduced by the kind permission of the Earl and
Countess of Harewood and the Harewood House Trust Ltd., HHTP:2001.2.47

lake and up the slope to the house. The photograph was made near the spot
from which Turner depicted the same subject for its owners in 1798, but it
more closely resembles a watercolor of the same view by Paul Sandby (figs. 43,
44). The picnicking figures in Sandby’s meadow are replaced in the photo-
graph by a stout figure on horseback, Fenton’s father-in-law, John Charles
Maynard, who evidently accompanied Fenton in order to visit his son.*
Whether or not Fenton had seen the works by Sandby and Turner or
engravings after them, in this photograph and a variant made nearby he
chose to adopt what seems to be the established vantage point from which to
show Harewood’s graceful integration into the surrounding landscape.®”
Then moving to the house itself, he made five studies of the great terrace
on its south front that overlooks the lake. The documentation of this recently
completed construction, designed by Sir Charles Barry for Louisa, Lady
Harewood, wife of the 3rd Earl of Harewood, must have been Fenton’s prin-
cipal commission.* From the central door of the south front, which Barry
had extensively remodeled, a few steps descend to a landing where stairs
branching left and right lead to an upper terrace, and from there two more

flights go down to a broad lower terrace. It has a large central fountain and
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Fig. 44. Roger Fenton, Harewood House, 1859. Albumen silver print, 28.5 x 43.5 cm

(11%s x 17% in.). Reproduced by the kind permission of the Earl and Countess of
Harewood and the Harewood House Trust Ltd., HHTPH:2001.1.5

symmetrical box-bordered flower beds filled with arabesques of greenery
and pointed topiary. At the edge farthest from the house is a balustrade that
bows out in two places to hold benches.

Fenton placed his camera on the upper landing to make two views over
this lower terrace and lawn, past a group of shoreline trees, and across the
lake to the park from which he had taken his distant views of the house
(pl. 68). The highly ordered parterre in the foreground gives way by stages
to the comparatively wild woodland in the distance. These views of the
lower terrace taken from above differ only in the groupings of various mem-
bers of the Lascelles family ranged along the balustrade, standing, sitting, or
lounging on a bench.* (How much Fenton directed their poses can only be
speculated, but we know that he posed groups in the Crimea, and he may
have done so here.) They present a relaxed and charming picture of an aris-
tocratic family at leisure in an expansive setting, in “the perfect middle of a
splendid summer afternoon.”* Their forms are echoed by those of the
sculpted figures on the fountain, just as its still surface is mirrored by that
of the distant lake. Fenton made the people and fountain into visual centers of

interest to punctuate his depiction of the terrace rather than relying on the



geometry of the garden alone to structure his composition. It is a wholly
satisfying synthesis of natural and shaped landscape.

Fenton’s view along the length of the upper terrace is at such an acute
angle to the facade of the house that the structure’s lateral proportions are
indecipherable (pl. 67). The architectural elements include end pavilions
with Palladian windows and short connecting wings containing trios of
arched windows, flanking a central block where giant Corinthian pilasters
alternate with windows in two stories. The central entablature is topped by a
balustrade with finial-topped urns that march down toward the horizon. This
lavish array of stonework is played against the nearly empty quadrant of sky
and the plain expanse of white gravel that floors the terrace. The converging
edges of the gravel walk reach a dead end in a dark mass of trees. The face of
a man who leans against the terrace balustrade looking out into the distance
is averted, but a nearby stone sphinx stares blindly at the camera. One might
imagine the man a stand-in for the architect, although his stance seems more
ruminative than proprietary. Individually and collectively, the photographs
from Harewood represent some of Fenton’s finest works in architecture.”!

We know more about how Fenton came to be at Harewood than about the
origins of his work at any other country house (unless Windsor Castle can
be counted as a country house). It is tantalizing to conjecture that his work
at Chatsworth, Wollaton, or Mentmore was also commissioned and that
groups of photographs of these places, perhaps in albums, have yet to be dis-
covered. This is particularly the case with Mentmore, the great Rothschild
house in Buckinghamshire constructed to Sir Joseph Paxton’s designs in the
middle 1850s, because the fact that Fenton had access to its interior implies
some specific connection to the Rothschild family. Two photographs inside
the billiard room are known, one in which Fenton poses alone, leaning over
the large billiard table with cue stick in hand, and another made at a slightly
different time in which a group of people are posed around the table (pl. 72).
The first image was perhaps a test study for the second.” In the second, six
people, all of unknown identity, act out a scene of indoor domestic amuse-
ment. (Are the women who wear hats planning to go outside or are they
guests? [s the man at the right an instructor advising the young woman at
the table on the pocket to which she should direct her next shot or just a
helpful friend or relation? Why is she the only one holding a cue stick?)
Although it is rare to find any photographic depiction of people at leisure in

an interior or of a domestic interior during this period, it is the dramatic
light, with shadows slashing across the floor and onto the tabletops, that
makes the photograph astonishing. The plethora of detail contained is also
remarkable; for instance, while the woman standing in the doorway at the
end of the room appears to be wearing a white cap, it is in fact the top of a
marble bust on a mantelpiece in the next room and the reflection of the bust
in a mirror behind it. Fenton was able to capture the particularities of all of
these objects because, unlike most Victorian interiors, the room was abun-
dantly lit. Originally designed as a conservatory, it had been converted into a
billiard room shortly after the completion of the house, without any alter-
ation to the ample window at the far end of the room and those along one
side. The photograph seems likely to have been a commission, but whatever
the answer to the question why Fenton was given such liberty in an aristo-
cratic household, the result is a work of considerable sophistication and
great visual brilliance.

Fenton made another significant interior study during one of his two
visits (in summer 1859 or at Christmas in 1859) to Stonyhurst College, a
Jesuit institution in his native Lancashire that was housed principally in
a sixteenth-century manor house. In the refectory, another room that had
large windows running along one side, he photographed students seated at a
midday meal, with servants and a priest standing among the tables (pl. 73).”
This photograph lacks the overall luminescence of the one from Mentmore,
however, probably because the impossibility of making dozens of boys sit
still for long limited the time of the exposure. His preliminary studies with-
out the students had longer exposures and are more evenly lit. Fenton did
not show pictures from Stonyhurst until January of 1860, at which time he
exhibited thirteen selected from his two visits,’* a few less than three weeks
old, together with a few Lancashire landscapes made on land belonging to
the Fenton family that was adjacent to the school.

At the same 1860 Photographic Society exhibition Fenton also showed a
series of views of Oxford from the late summer of 1859. He seems to have
summarily surveyed many of its colleges, making at least one image each at
Wadham, New, University, Merton, Christ Church, and Brasenose. With the
exception of a view through a gateway and a streetside study, they are all,
predictably, of quadrangles, the most accessible areas of the colleges. For

unknown reasons he was granted liberal access at Magdalen and made nine
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photographs there in two different size formats, showing quads, gardens,
gates, and most memorably the great tower. There are also five views of

Oxford’s not-quite-finished museum of natural history.*’

AN ABBEY AND A CASTLE, 1860

If Fenton chose his destinations with upcoming exhibitions in mind, it would
have been in anticipation of the Architectural Photographic Association’s
fourth exhibition in 1861 that he journeyed the previous summer to Furness,
on the west coast of England in Cumbria, where the impressive remains of a
once-powerful Cistercian abbey stood. Since travel to Furness had been quite
difficult until the arrival of the railroad in 1846, few prototypes existed in
the graphic arts. Fenton completed at least twenty-two different views of the
majestic ruins in much the same vein as those he had made at Rievaulx and
Fountains, including two backlit studies of two different young girls (pos-
sibly two of his daughters) in an archway at the top of a flight of steps.”” He
showed seventeen of these photographs from Furness at the Architectural
Photographic Association in January of 1861 and three others at the nearly
simultaneous exhibition of the Photographic Society in London.

When Fenton went to Windsor Castle in the summer of 1860 he appar-
ently did so on his own, not in response to a royal commission.”® He was
highly productive there, creating at least thirty-one images of the residence
at varying distances, often from the surrounding parks, a project that must
have required several days. Taken from a wide assortment of directions, the
views are mostly of the early-nineteenth-century exterior of the upper castle.
The most distant and comprehensive view of the castle complex is that made
from the town park (pl. 81). As with his view of Ely Cathedral from the park
(pl. 50), Fenton played the dark density of middle-ground foliage against
lighter stonework in the distance. Here, however, he used a wide foreground
expanse of lawn to emphasize the scale of the castle stretched out along the
horizon. (Had he moved closer he could still have encompassed the entire
building, but the tree would have loomed larger, interrupting the castle’s
skyline and making it appear smaller.) Of the tiny figures sprinkled across
the middle distance, only the two dark-clothed men in the center, backs

to the camera, are likely to have been asked to pose. A minor turret of the
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overly regularized facade (by Sir Jeffry Wyatville) falls at the center of
the picture; the greater bulk of the building, on the left, is roughly bal-
anced by the masses of the round tower and tree to the right. In an elegant,
subtly modulated composition, Fenton summarized this quintessential
British monument.

Within the lower precinct at Windsor, Fenton made four views. Two look
uphill along the side of Saint George’s Chapel toward the ancient round
tower that dominates the castle complex; one shows the chapel alone; and
another looks back downhill from the foot of the tower (pl. 83). At first glance
this last image seems empty of people except for a ghost figure at the right,
but a closer examination discovers a whole troop of soldiers lined up as if for
inspection in the distance near the perimeter wall. Beyond the wall are the
rooftops of the town, and even farther away lies a hazy line of low hills. It is
no wonder that contemporary reviewers commended Fenton’s mastery of
aerial perspective.” The foreground clarity gradually dissolves, diminishing
in delicate shades of gray into the farthest distance. Well exemplified in this
image is the way Fenton’s considerable experience photographing landscape
informed and influenced his treatment of buildings and their relation to their
settings. Although stonework frames the picture at right, left, and bottom,
the principal subject is as much the shaping of external space by architecture
as the architecture itself.

Both views looking back uphill to the round tower are so animated
with figures deployed on the slope that the architecture and the contours
of the space became somewhat subordinated to them (pl. 84). This effect is
enhanced by the anomalies of the photographic materials, which make the
spectators in their dark clothing appear more substantial than the buildings
around them. Four Grenadier guards, two other soldiers, and eighteen men,
women, and children are scattered up the roadway, along a path that veers to
the left, and at the entrance to Saint George’s Chapel; all of them face the
camera.'” Fenton’s ability to elicit the cooperation of two dozen people (only
one of whom visibly moved) depended to some extent on the fact that by
1860 exposure times in broad daylight were short, and to a considerable
extent on his possession of persuasive powers even outside the courtrooms
in which he appeared when intermittently practicing law. Still, why he asked
them all to turn toward the camera is a puzzle. A great deal of detail is con-

veyed in the image; it even is possible to see, although very dimly, swaths in



the grass that appear to show the direction in which it had been mowed.
While the recession of planes is less than perfectly balanced, the photograph
is nonetheless one of Fenton’s best.

Although his thirty-one Windsor pictures would seem to have repre-
sented considerable potential for sales, Fenton entered none of them in the
Architectural Photographic Association show in January of 1861 and dis-
played only two in the concurrent exhibition of the Photographic Society.'!
He had been instrumental in founding that organization and for seven years
had made steady contributions to its shows, but this was the last in which he
placed his work. In the International Exhibition of 1862 he showed examples
of his landscapes, a work for the British Museum, an Orientalist image, and
some architectural studies, including one Windsor picture. It was the last
time he ever exhibited.'**

Fenton’s architectural work took considerable sustained effort to accom-
plish, not least the planning and carrying out of extensive travel at a time
when such was far from smooth. Discernment in choosing desirable build-
ings to photograph, judgment in assessing specific sites immediately on
arrival, and ingenuity in fixing on appropriate vantage points and camera
placements were all necessary for achievement of his compositional intentions.
Agility was occasionally required for hoisting his cumbersome equipment into

place, and from 1853 forward, after he had adopted the wet-collodion-on-glass

process, speed was a necessity. Above all Fenton needed patience, much
patience, when waiting for the sun to arrive—if it arrived at all, given the
exigencies of the British climate—at the place where it best illuminated his
subject. Once safely home with his fragile glass negatives he employed his
considerable technical skill to produce prints of great finesse, with rich tonal
values and subtle gradations of gray.

Fenton’s great steadiness of purpose, as resolute as that of his Lancashire
forebears, produced a formidable body of architectural work diverse in sub-
ject, effect, and mood: from bold to contemplative, from pastoral to urban.
Collectively these pictures celebrate the accomplishments of generations of
British architects and builders. His gaunt arches and tumbled stones of ruined
abbeys, his scarred and weathered cathedrals bear witness to enduring faith,
passing history, and devouring time. Fenton depicted English prosperity and
pride, as embodied in country houses, and patriotism, as reflected in the urban
monuments of London, capital of the mid-nineteenth-century world. The
figures that animate these images filled with stone, sky, and vegetation insinu-
ate a modest narrative that softens the pictures and makes them more approach-
able. Fenton’s photographs of architecture form the most important component
of his extraordinary photographic career. A man of acute visual intelligence
and perseverance, he truthfully and with great sensitivity translated the three-

dimensional solidity of architecture onto the surface of the page.
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“Mr. Fenton Explained Everything”: Queen Victoria and Roger Fenton

ROGER TAYLOR

he first few days of 1854 opened memorably, with heavy snowstorms

and some of the coldest weather in living memory. In London the

entire city gradually fell silent as deepening snow brought traffic to
a halt. The adventurous braved the weather and went skating in Regent’s
Park, but during the nights it became so cold that two constables from the
metropolitan police force froze to death while on duty.! Some twenty miles to
the west, Queen Victoria and Prince Albert awoke on January 3 to find the
windows of Windsor Castle covered with icicles following a night that
brought “twenty one degrees of frost.” Despite the weather and the haz-
ardous state of the roads, they “wrapped up well in furs” and left for London,
driving “at once to Suffolk Street to visit the Photographic Exhibition.”
They were met by a small party including Sir Charles Eastlake, president of
the Photographic Society, and Roger Fenton, the honorary secretary, who, as

"2 The two men had been nomi-

the queen remarked, “explained everything.
nated by the society as the most suitable members to elucidate “the artistic
and the practical sides of the art.” During the course of the visit, which lasted
more than an hour, Fenton drew upon examples of his own work and that of
others to illustrate the latest advances.’

In June 1853 Queen Victoria and Prince Albert had agreed to become
patrons of the newly formed Photographic Society, and their support proved
crucial in making photography socially acceptable.” Their visit to the inau-
gural exhibition, especially under such hazardous conditions,” demonstrated
that they were committed to the society and that they would continue their

active patronage. Most likely a key figure in the planning and organization of

Opposite: Fig. 45. Roger Fenton, The Queen, the Prince, and Eight Royal Children in
Buckingham Palace Garden, May 22, 1854 (detail); see fig. 10

the visit was Dr. Ernst Becker, an accomplished amateur photographer him-
self, a founding member of the Photographic Society, librarian to Prince
Albert, and assistant tutor to the young princes.® Fenton and Becker would
have known each other, perhaps well, through the Council of the Photo-
graphic Society, on which both had served from the outset. At a time when
all official communications with the royal family were ruled by etiquette and
protocol, Becker’s role as an informal link between the court and the society
should not be underestimated.

Fenton’s debut performance for the royal family undoubtedly gained their
confidence, for within a month he began a series of photographic portrait
commissions, chiefly at Buckingham Palace and Windsor Castle. His appoint-
ment was one of the first in a wider program of photographic activity begun
in 1854 by Queen Victoria and Prince Albert. From that year on, prints were
regularly purchased for the Royal Collections, either directly from photo-
graphic exhibitions or through established London print dealers, who were
then adding the work of British and Continental photographers to their
inventory. With photography becoming acceptable as an ideal “rational
recreation” for young gentlemen, Becker made the subject part of the cur-
riculum of Edward, Prince of Wales, and Prince Alfred, ordering regular
supplies of chemicals, glass, and paper for their lessons.” Such was the new-
found enthusiasm for photography that a portable darkroom and photo-
graphic portrait room were installed in both Buckingham Palace and
Windsor Castle. A camera was even mounted on the superstructure of the
royal yacht Victoria & Albert® This new interest received frequent coverage
in the popular press.” Given the rapid development of photography in
Britain during the early 1850s, it is easy to see why Queen Victoria and

Prince Albert were attracted to the medium. What it offered could be used
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Fig. 46. Roger Fenton, The Prince of Wales, Princess Royal, Princess Alice, the Queen, and Prince
Alfred, February 8, 1854. Carbon print copy of original albumen print, 21.9 x 19.7 cm (8% x
7% in.). The Royal Collection © 2004, Her Majesty Queen Elizabeth 11, RCIN 2900013

for many desirable purposes: art, science, recreation, documentation, family
records, and the efficient distribution of their portraits to the four corners of
Europe. In return the royal family offered photography their patronage, giv-
ing it a status and authority that led to its speedy acceptance in fashionable
circles. It was the perfect symbiotic relationship.

In 1854 Fenton received no less than a dozen separate photographic com-
missions from the royal couple, some of them complex and others involving
Just a single sitting. It was by far his most productive year in this regard, for

although he continued to photograph for the royal family in 1855 and through
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1857, his output during those years was significantly less. His first com-
mission was prompted by a performance of Les deux petits Savoyards given
by the royal children on January 16.'° The young actors were dressed in
eighteenth-century costume, and although the Prince of Wales had been
“painted” by his father “to look quite hideous,” everyone involved was “very
happy” with the outcome.'' A week later, on January 23, this picturesque
performance was restaged for the camera, as the queen noted in her diary:
“Mr. Fenton photographed the children in their costumes.”'” It was undoubt-
edly a tricky undertaking, since the portraits had to be made in an impro-
vised studio indoors, in such light as was available. In midwinter these
circumstances invariably meant long exposure times that went against the
natural inclinations of very young children unfamiliar with striking a pose
and keeping still. But somehow Fenton succeeded, although Princess Helena,
aged seven, had to be placed on a plinth to bring her up to the height of the
camera.'’ This series of portraits is among the earliest to commemorate an
event in the life of the royal children. For the remainder of their married life
Queen Victoria and Prince Albert regularly engaged photographers to docu-
ment such noteworthy moments and even extended the custom to include
portraits of Highland servants, favorite pets, and farm animals.'*

In a life crowded with historic events and significant moments, it may
seem surprising to find Queen Victoria laying such emphasis on the anniver-
saries and birthdays that marked the passage of her own life. These were
never overlooked and were invariably celebrated with some small occasion to
mark the day. This fondness for family celebrations is actually quite under-
standable, however, for the queen’s own upbringing had been lonely and
occasionally difficult, and the immorality of her immediate forebears had
brought little but disgrace to the monarchy. Rejecting her unhappy past, she
chose to build her life on a foundation of idealized love and family values.
Throughout her long reign she held fast to these ideals, becoming a prin-
cipled role model for the nation and in the process reforming the way in
which the monarchy was perceived by its subjects.

The anniversary of the queen’s marriage to Prince Albert, that “ever
blessed day,"w was so important to her that she always celebrated it twice, first
on February 8, the day he had arrived at Buckingham Palace from Germany,
and again on February 10, the day of the wedding itself. To commemorate the

fourteenth anniversary of Albert’s arrival Fenton was commissioned to make a



series of portraits of the royal couple and seven of their eight children, the
exception being Prince Leopold, who was then just nine months old. Although
the photographs were taken at Windsor Castle on January 25, 1854, the
entire series of fourteen portraits is dated February 8. The most telling por-
trait, one that reveals how she wanted to be remembered by her family, shows
the queen surrounded by her four eldest children (fig. 46). Dressed simply,
without ornament or embellishment, and with a plaid shawl around her
shoulders, she has shed the aura and trappings of monarchy to appear as a
conventional wife and mother.

On February 10 the royal couple’s fourteenth wedding anniversary was
“ushered in with music and the never failing tender love of my beloved Albert.”
Later that morning, after the exchange of presents, they read through their
marriage service together, and the queen was reminded of her promise “to
love, cherish, honour, serve & obey.” In the late afternoon the couple went to
the Rubens Room, “where the Children had kindly arranged a charming

1

surprise,”'® a complex series of tableaux vivants that relied upon the com-

bined skills of Edward Henry Corbould, historical painter and court artist;
Mr. Gibbs, the principal tutor; and Miss Hildyard, the children’s governess.

The first four tableaux were freely based on James Thomson’s celebrated

Fig. 47. Roger Fenton, The Princess
Alice as “Spring” in the Tableaux
Represented February 10, 1854, winter
or spring 1854. Salted paper print,
18.6 X 14.5 cm (776 X 5 '/ In.).
The Royal Collection © 2004,
Her Majesty Queen Elizabeth II,
RCIN 2900024

Fig. 48. Carl Haag (German-born,
active in Britain, 1820-1915), The
Princess Alice as “Spring,” winter or
spring 1854 [llustration for James
Thomson, The Seasons. Water-
color painted over Roger Fenton’s
salted paper print of figure, 36 x

45 cm (147 X 17'%6 in.). The Royal
Collection © 2004, Her Majesty
Queen Elizabeth II, RCIN RL 31944

poem The Seasons, which had remained popular with the public for well over
a hundred years. For the fifth tableau, the grand finale, additional verses
were specially commissioned from Martin Tupper, author of Proverbial Philo-
sophy, a sugary book of homespun truths and homely beliefs. To the relief of
all, the royal children recited their verses clearly and without faltering, and
everything was carried off to perfection.

Some time later, Fenton photographed the children reenacting the tab-
leaux complete with costumes, props, and telling theatrical gestures. But the
scenery of the original performance was replaced by rumpled backdrops and
draped sheets that make the photographs look amateurish and incomplete.
This mattered little, however, since the photographs were never intended to
be seen in that form: much grander things had been planned for them. For
the queen’s birthday on May 24, Prince Albert proposed to give his wife a
“crimson velvet portfolio” containing five watercolors by Carl Haag that
would reproduce scenes from the tableaux with extracts from the relevant
poems elegantly inscribed beneath.'” Because Haag had not seen the per-
formance, Fenton’s photographs were to be used as figure studies for his
watercolors. In this way the artist could re-create the sense of the original

tableaux and people them with recognizable portraits rather than mere
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pastiche representations of the seasons. At least one of the figures from
Fenton’s photographs was carefully cut out and pasted onto Haag’s imagi-
natively composed background, where it was painted over to look like a
watercolor (figs. 47, 48). Tracing the genesis of this idea from inception to
completion allows us to understand these otherwise somewhat puzzling
photographs of Fenton'’s in a logical context: they should be regarded not as
finished studies in themselves but as one stage in a grand scheme—the
straightforward means to a sophisticated end.

Fenton’s photographs of the royal family might easily be mistaken for
portraits of any aristocratic or upper-class family, for they are images not of
a sovereign but of a couple absorbed by their children. All traces of court life
at Buckingham Palace and Windsor Castle have been set aside in favor of a
vision of domestic bliss and familial harmony. These intensely personal
images, made exclusively for the royal family, are far removed from both the
routines and the brilliance of the British monarchy. Queen Victoria’s house-
hold was in fact a many-splendored thing, with an elaborate hierarchy of
ancient titles and designations that were not quite in keeping with the “mod-
ern world” of the mid-1850s. They included a Lord Chamberlain, an Earl
Marshall, Ladies in Waiting, Pages of Honour, a Keeper of the Privy Purse, a
Mistress of the Robes, and Ladies of the Bedchamber, each playing his or her
part in the complex panoply of state.'® The social cement that held every-
thing together was a powerful blend of lineage, education, etiquette, and
exquisite manners. Only an extremely small number of individuals were ever
admitted to the court, and even fewer were presented to Queen Victoria or
Prince Albert. It helped if one belonged to the select group collectively
known as the “Upper Ten Thousand,” which comprised those of hereditary
rank, members of Parliament, and the higher grades of legal practitioners,
military and naval officers, civil servants, and clergy."

The first photographic insight into this aspect of life at court came on
May 11, 1854, when Fenton made a series of four portraits of the royal couple
at Buckingham Palace immediately after their return from a “Drawing
Room” held in the throne room of Saint James’s Palace. A formal, stately
affair, the Drawing Room was conducted according to strict protocols and
procedures that governed the way individuals were formally presented to the
queen.”® In keeping with the significance of the occasion, the queen wore “a

train of green and white brocaded silk, trimmed with white tulle and blonde,
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Fig. 49. Roger Fenton, The Queen in Her Drawing Room Dress, May 11, 1854. Carbon print

copy of original salted paper print, 19.5 x 15.9 cm (7 '%s x 67 in.). The Royal Collection
© 2004, Her Majesty Queen Elizabeth II, RCIN 2906518

and bunches of violets and pink and white May blossoms,” a motif that was
carried through in her hair ornaments, which featured diamonds intertwined
with blossoms.”’ The most striking of the portraits made that afternoon
shows the queen seated seemingly in a cloud of tulle and lace, her hands
clasped in repose, one glove removed to reveal a bracelet mounted with a
portrait of Prince Albert (fig. 49). Although she is placed foursquare to the
camera, her head is turned aside and slightly downward in a fittingly demure
and thoughtful pose. In the soft, flattering light of a mid-May afternoon,
Fenton has created a regal portrait suggestive of the queen’s dignity and

authority and perfectly in keeping with the nature of a Drawing Room,



where these qualities, on public display, would have been highly valued,
respected, and commented upon. Commissioning Fenton to make such a por-
trait was a conscious act and marks the moment when the queen decided to
reveal herself before the camera as a sovereign rather than as a wife and
mother. Her decision hints at her increasing awareness that photography
could be harnessed to wider ambitions, and in fact this photograph would be
among the first of countless images portraying her as a supremely powerful
monarch, the architect of European dynasties, and Empress of India.

By midsummer of 1854, Britain’s alliance with France in the war against
Russia was being played out in the hostile environment of the Crimea, where
the first signs of the toll taken by military incompetence and cholera were
beginning to be evident.*® After forty years of peace, the army was ill pre-
pared, ill equipped, and lacking the skills necessary to conduct a war three
thousand miles from home. Nevertheless, the greatest danger to the men
came not from warfare but from disease. For Queen Victoria, in whose name
the war was being fought, this state of affairs was both shocking and deeply
distressing. Her interest in the course of the war and the welfare of “her
men” intensified with each passing month. Prince Albert believed that the
conduct of the army was nothing short of scandalous. In a memorandum he
noted that there was “no general staff or staff corps . . . no field commis-
sariat, no field army department; no ambulance corps, no baggage train, no
corps of drivers, no corps of artisans; no practice, or possibility of acquiring
it, in the combined use of the three arms, cavalry, infantry, and artillery.”*
Meanwhile, at home the nation was roused to new levels of patriotic fervor
by the popular press. Every week the Illustrated London News carried fresh
accounts of the war, accompanied by maps and engravings that diverted pub-
lic attention from the grim realities of combat.

When Queen Victoria and Prince Albert posed for Fenton on the morn-
ing of June 30, the conduct of the war and the rapidly declining health of the
army are likely to have been uppermost in their minds (fig. 50). They appear
side by side on a sofa, the queen dressed simply in a flowered day dress and
morning cap trimmed with ribbons, and Albert in a morning coat with a pat-
terned waistcoat. The queen sits upright and, with her head turned away
from her husband, seems isolated from him, as if preoccupied by larger events.
Prince Albert adopts a gentler pose. His outstretched arm and inquiring

gaze clearly reveal his concern for his wife, but despite his gesture this remains

an unsettling portrait of the royal couple. However, the queen declared it a
success and commissioned Haag to hand-color the print for posterity.**

This occasion, the last on which Fenton photographed either Queen Victoria
or Prince Albert, effectively marked a change in his relationship with the royal
family. It was not that he suddenly fell out of favor but rather that other photog-
raphers became more assertive, eroding the special nature of his relationship
with the royals. The situation was not helped by Fenton’s five-month absence in
the Crimea, for which, after all, he had been given a letter of support from

Prince Albert.”” With their new and intense interest in photography, it was

Fig. 50. Roger Fenton, Queen Victoria and Prince Albert, June 30, 1854. Carbon print copy
of original salted paper print, 22.7 x 19.4 cm (8 7 x 7% in.). The Royal Collection © 2004,
Her Majesty Queen Elizabeth II, RCIN 2906529



inevitable that the royal family would commission other photographers in his
absence.”® Once under way this process proved irreversible, and Fenton never
again regained the status he had enjoyed throughout 1854.

Fenton’s time in the Crimea proved to be the experience that brought him
to full maturity as a photographic artist, and once the body of work from
that trip was published and widely circulated it confirmed his reputation as
one of Britain’s preeminent photographers. How ironic then that at the very
moment when his reputation was at its highest, his work for the royal family
had become intermittent and lacked its earlier evident purpose.’” On those
few occasions when his services were requested, however, the photographs
he made are more assured and complete within themselves. A very apparent
difference was in size; Fenton adopted a much larger format for portraiture.
The shift from a negative approximately 8% x 7% inches to one approxi-
mately four times the size, 18 x 15 inches, reveals his total command of his
equipment and materials.

At Osborne House, on the Isle of Wight, where the royal family and court
passed part of the summer, Fenton made a portrait of the two eldest
princesses— Victoria, Princess Royal, and Princess Alice—sometime in mid-
August 1855, using this large format for the first time (pl. 27).*® The sisters
were photographed seated on a cast-iron garden bench and dressed in outfits
rather elaborate for outdoor pursuits that reflect their status as the two eldest
daughters of the queen. A portrait of two sisters with less than three years
between them, it reveals the princess royal on the threshold of womanhood,
confident, self-assured, and doubtless looking forward to accompanying her
parents to Paris on a state visit to the French emperor in a few days. Her
younger sister, despite all efforts to dress her as an adult, remains a twelve-
year-old girl prone to childhood illnesses and sensitive to living in the
shadow of an elder, favored sister. Poor Princess Alice looks dejected, as well
she might, for she was recovering from a bout of “scarletina” that in late July
had laid her low with a fever and rash.* Dressing up and going outdoors for a
photograph must have been a trial, but one that she endured. With downcast
eyes and tiny ankles resolutely crossed to keep absolutely still, she leans
toward her elder sister for support and comfort, perhaps wishing Fenton
would hurry and get it over with.

The following year, in September 1856, Fenton made a photographic

excursion to Scotland, venturing as far north as Balmoral and Braemar.*
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Whether he undertook the journey at the request of the royal couple, for
whom Balmoral Castle and all things Scottish held special appeal, or under
his own initiative remains unclear. What is known is that Fenton received a
royal commission during his time in Balmoral and made a series of eight
negatives expressly for the queen, among which are a group of portraits that
perhaps rank among his finest work.”’ The most striking of these was
another double portrait, this time of Princess Helena and Princess Louise,
who, despite being dressed as twins, were ten and eight years old respec-
tively (pl. 28). Fenton selected his setting with great care, knowing that he
would be faced with the difficult task of photographing relatively young chil-
dren using his largest-format camera, which because of its size made every
aspect of the operation even more complex and demanding. He used as a
backdrop an angled grassy bank that rose almost vertically like a wall behind
the sitters—an inspired choice, since it gave the girls additional support
without being obtrusive. Princess Louise is perched on a boulder that has
been partially covered with a tartan shawl to mask its presence. Her feet are
tucked up so that she sits comfortably at rest, her hand touching the bank to
help her maintain her balance. Her elder sister stands unaided and remained
motionless throughout the long exposure. At her feet an upturned stool
firmly anchors the composition but inserts a puzzling innuendo, presenting
itself as a metaphor open to a number of interpretations. Fenton’s decision to
include this provocative element says something about his self-confidence as
a photographic artist. This small group of portraits made at Balmoral dur-
ing the autumn of 1856 is his last known commission for the royal family
(see also pls. 29, 80). In January 1857, three years almost to the day since he
had first met Queen Victoria and Prince Albert, it seems that Fenton was
asked to return his commissioned negatives of the royal family, which then
came under the care of William Bambridge, the queen’s photographic printer
in Windsor. Fenton packed the negatives carefully in two specially built
wooden boxes.”” One wonders what thoughts passed through the photogra-
pher’s mind as he watched them being trundled away from his premises
at Albert Terrace.

We have seen what Fenton made of the royal couple and their children,
but what might they have thought of him and his work, and why was he
given such privileged admittance at a time when access to the royal family

was rigidly controlled by protocol and etiquette? Doubtless his place on the



Council of the Photographic Society was a clear indication of the regard
in which he was held by colleagues, and informal reports from the trust-
worthy Dr. Becker would have allayed any residual doubts. Although he
was not among the Upper Ten Thousand, Fenton’s family and connec-
tions in Lancashire were sufficiently notable and influential to ensure his
acceptance. Crucially, Fenton belonged to a group of young men whom
the queen and Prince Albert found irresistible: the scientists, artists,
authors, musicians, engineers, surveyors, physicians, explorers, and others
whose talent and mastery of a field of endeavor gave them an appeal tran-
scending the usual social hierarchies. In one way or another they were all
members of a burgeoning class of professionals whose sphere of influence

lay beyond the traditional realms of church, politics, and judiciary. These

were the rising stars of Victorian Britain. When photography began to
exert its influence in the years immediately following the Great Exhibition
of 1851, its practitioners were convinced that they had to professionalize
themselves if they were to survive in the brave new world taking shape.
What better way to do this than through the formation of a Photographic
Society, where the free interchange of information and the mounting of
annual exhibitions would become the means of their elevation? It is in this
setting that Fenton came fully into his own. And the planets lined up in
his favor on that snowy January afternoon in 1854, when his explanation
of photography’s inner workings and visible aesthetics encountered a
receptive audience willing to set aside social convention and engage him

as an artist of the camera.
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“Irying His Hand upon Sorme Oriental F ioure Subjects”

GORDON BALDWIN

enton’s continual quest to raise photography to the status of a fine art

—{ led him to appropriate the subject matter of painting: most notably

and consistently landscape, but also, briefly, both still lifes and genre
scenes. His interest in making photographs that had storytelling content or
elements of masquerade was perfectly aligned with the Victorian passion for
staging tableaux, dressing in costume, and otherwise attempting to escape
the constraints of the ordinary. Flight from the mundane was one of the
motives underlying the phenomenon known as Orientalism, which in the
visual arts was essentially the depiction of scenes of life in a Near Eastern
world far more imaginary than actual. Fenton was familiar with the work of
a number of French and British artists—most notably Eugéne Delacroix,
David Roberts, and John Frederick Lewis—who in paintings of the 1840s
and 1850s pictured a life in the Near East characterized by visual splendor,
indolence, luxury, sensuality, exotic ritual, and barbarism.! Fenton’s foray
into this collective fantasy of Oriental life is one more instance of his adapta-

tion of the subject matter of painting to photography.

DRESS REHEARSALS

Well before he carried out his suite of about fifty Orientalist pictures in his
London studio in mid-1858,” Fenton made pictures of himself and members
of his family assuming identities other than their own. The earliest example
is the appearance of his wife, Grace Elizabeth, as a stand-in for a medieval

pilgrim in two photographs taken at Rievaulx in 1854 (see above, p. 59).

Opposite: Fig. 51. Roger Fenton, Orientalist Group (detail), 1858; see pl. 63

Another kind of make-believe, although uncostumed, takes place in a set
of four photographs of his sister-in-law Sarah Jefferson Maynard and Jack
Stayplton Sutton, arranged to illustrate the happy progression of a courtship.’
When exhibited in 1855 the series was called A Romance, with individual
titles like Popping the Question; but since the models were in fact engaged or
perhaps even already married, the degree of playacting was minimal. More
notable examples of masquerade are Fenton’s self-portraits in the uniform of
a French Zouave, which he made in 1855 while in the Crimea. In an impro-
vised studio with a fur rug on the floor he posed in a borrowed uniform,
seated on the sheepskin-lined overcoat of a captured Russian officer (fig. 52).
In the several images he used various masculine props—tankard, wine bottle,
rifle, pipe.4 Since Fenton had surmounted great obstacles to document the
activities of the troops and had shared their considerable hardships, his wish
to identify with them was not surprising. When he exhibited any of these
self-portraits as part of his Crimean oeuvre he simply titled it Zouave, 2nd
Daivision, leaving it up to the initiated to recognize him. It is only when the
viewer knows Fenton to be the sitter that the playful nature of the poses
becomes evident.

In an enigmatic photograph, Fenton posed members of his family to enact
a narrative in his London studio. One of his daughters gazes pensively over
the cradle of a sleeping infant while another buries her face in her mother’s
lap (fig. 53). The work’s traditional title is La Faute; does this refer to a mis-
take or to a moral fault?® In one possible interpretation, consistent with one
meaning of faute, the infant is a child born out of wedlock to the apparently
grief-stricken girl who hides her face. But this would make Fenton a more
daring storyteller than seems to accord with his generally conventional

character, and is it likely that he would have cast one of his daughters as an
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unwed mother? We lack the key to the picture’s meaning. Whatever the
story, clearly the intention was to make a photograph with narrative content,

like genre paintings of the period.

THE CAST

Of the nearly fifty images that make up Fenton’s Orientalist suite, he appears
in only two (perhaps because he was usually too busy behind the camera to
appear before it). In one of these, Pasha and Bayadeére (pl. 62), he appropriately
cast himself as the most powerful figure, the pasha. But any pasha has retain-
ers or companions; uncovering the identities of the other members of the
cast will help us determine what they contributed to their roles.

The discovery that a group of Fenton’s Orientalist photographs once
belonged to the English landscape painter Frank Dillon (1825-1909) led
to the realization that Dillon frequently figures in the photographs. In
Pasha and Bayadére he plays the musician to Fenton’s pasha, and he appears
as one of the actors in at least ten other images (pls. 63, 64).° He is also
seen alone in two costume studies and two other solo poses (figs. 54, 55).
Four years younger than Fenton, Dillon began exhibiting at the Royal
Academy at the same time Fenton did. Both showed there in 1849 and
1850, and these may have been the events that first brought them together.
Most relevant for the making of Fenton’s Orientalist suite is that Dillon,
an inveterate traveler, spent the winter of 1854—55 sailing up the Nile and
during that time made numerous watercolors at Thebes, Luxor, Karnak,
Aswan, and elsewhere.® Although he is better known for his landscapes,
titles like Arabs Resting at Asouan, Figures on the Outskirts of Asouan, and A
Group of Arabs at Luxor make it clear that he closely studied the appear-
ance—including postures and body language—of people in the Islamic
world.” In 1856, 1857, and 1858 he exhibited paintings drawing on his
first Egyptian expedition at the Royal Academy, where Fenton no doubt
saw them. When Fenton enlisted Dillon in the making of the Orientalist
suite in 1858, Dillon brought with him considerably more knowledge of
the Near East and the behavior of its people than Fenton possessed.'’
There is even a possibility that the project was suggested by Dillon,
but whatever its genesis, the painter’s experience undoubtedly informed

the posing of figures for the photographs.
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Fig. 52. Roger Fenton, Self-Portrait as Zouave, 2nd Drvision, 1855.
Salted paper print, 19.2 x 15.9 cm (7%s X 6/ in.). Wilson Centre for
Photography, 97:5626

Another person who may appear in a few of these photographs is the pho-
tographer Gabriel de Rumine (1841-1871), a Russian whose aristocratic
family had settled in Lausanne. In an album that includes six of Fenton’s
Orientalist photographs, one of them has inscribed below it the title Coffee
Making and written next to it in the same hand, “The Slave Gabriel de
Rumine.”!" One problem with this identification is that the figure in the photo-
graph (visible only obliquely) seems to have a beard heavier than likely for a
man of seventeen. De Rumine was certainly precocious in his activities, if not
his physiognomy, since in 1858 he became a nfember of the Société Francaise
de Photographie and set off in October with Grand Duke Constantine, a
brother of Czar Alexander II and the head of the Russian navy, on a nine-month
Mediterranean cruise carried out by a squadron of five ships—photographing
sites that included Nice, Naples, Pompeii, Sicily, Athens, and Jerusalem.'®

It is tempting to speculate that de Rumine was in London in 1858 to learn



photography from Fenton, but it is perhaps more probable that he was taught
by a Frenchman.

In 1962 a photograph from the collection of the Bavarian-born water-
colorist Carl Haag (1820—1915) appeared on the market, and it was suggested
in the auction catalogue that Haag is the heavily bearded, turbaned man who
is seen with a veiled woman (fig. 56). The print was offered with another
image of the woman standing alone; neither was described as the work of
Fenton.'® In the early 1980s three other photographs using the same two
models appeared at auction.'* In the same period, other prints of all five
images that came from albums closely associated with Fenton and likely
belonging to him or his family appeared on the market.'® In this way the five
images came to be known as Fenton works. They are, however, something of
an anomaly among his Orientalist photographs. This man and woman are
dressed in full regalia far more elaborate and authentically Near Eastern
than the garments worn by Fenton’s other sitters. The couple did not pose
with the people in the larger series (although the man may appear in one of
the group pictures in that series). Also, the setting cannot be clearly identified
as Fenton’s studio."®

There are documented connections between Haag and Fenton. In 1854
Haag had applied color to a series of salt prints by Fenton showing Queen
Victoria’s children dressed for a pageant celebrating her wedding anniversary.
These are the first images Fenton made of tableaux. (See also figs. 47, 48.)
Additionally, two watercolors by Haag were included in the sale of Fenton’s
collection in 1870."" Therefore it can be presumed that the photographer and
the watercolorist knew each other. Was it coincidental that soon after
Fenton completed his Orientalist series Haag left England for an extended
sojourn in Egypt and Palestine?'® Still, Haag’s appearance in Fenton’s pho-
tographs remains a matter of conjecture. The four other men who figure in
the series can be assumed to be friends of Fenton’s rather than models, but
their identities—and whether they too were artists—are wholly unknown."’
The nexus in Fenton’s studio of photographers and artists, most of whom
had or would develop interests in the Islamic world, suggests that an air of
collegiality as well as high jinks may have prevailed.

The woman who appears again and again in the photographs was surely a
professional model because some of the poses reveal her anatomy to an

extent that would have been unthinkable for a “respectable” woman. The

Fig. 53. Roger Fenton, La Faute, ca. 1855. Albumen silver print, 36 x 27 cm (147 X

10% in.). Société Francaise de Photographie, Paris, 140/8

Orientalist fantasy of western Europeans of course included the idea of
women as both subservient and sexually available. Around the woman’s
presence and these attendant attitudes the whole of the series can be said to
pivot. If the photographs discussed in connection with Dillon, de Rumine,

and Haag are excluded, there are only seven pictures for which she did not
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Fig. 54. Roger Fenton, Frank Dillon in Near Eastern Dress, 1858. Albumen
silver print, 25.8 x 18.1 cm (1076 x 7% in.). The J. Paul Getty Museum,
Los Angeles, 84.XP.219.84

pose; she figures in thirteen photographs with other people and fourteen by
herself. In the latter group she bears a large clay pot meant to represent a
water vessel (pl. 65) or sits on a low divan, in three variant poses wearily
propping her head on her wrist, meditatively cradling a goblet drum in her
lap, or mimicking playing a lute.”* When she is posed with men she entertains
them by dancing or playing an instrument (pl. 62), keeps them company
(pl. 63), serves them by carrying burdens, or cowers before them (pl. 64:. In the
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Fig. 55. Unknown photographer, Frank Dillon at His Easel, ca. 1865.

Albumen silver print. Private collection, England

photograph that most epitomizes the sensual allure of the world of Orientalist
fantasy, she reclines at full length on a low divan, her upper clothing loosened,
her feet bare, and her heavy-lidded eyes gazing unfocused in what seems a
dreamy trance (pl. 61).°' Fenton exhibited it under the title The Reverie. The
woman was evidently both patient and pliant, although judging by her facial
expressions she was occasionally bored or uncertain about what she was

being asked to portray, if in fact she was given specific cues.



Fig. 56. Roger Fenton, Couple in
Fancy Dress, 1858. Albumen silver
print, 23.6 X 20.4 cm (97 X 87 In.).
The J. Paul Getty Museum, Los
Angeles, 84.XM.922.2

SET, COSTUMES, PROPS

All of the photographs were made in Fenton’s London studio, which was at
his home in Albert Terrace, most likely in a building behind the house itself.
The studio skylight is visible at the top of the untrimmed print of Pasha and
Bayadére (pl. 62), as are the wires that made it possible for the model to hold
her arms motionless above her head throughout the exposure.”” An Anatolian
rug conceals nearly all of the European carpet on the studio floor. In this

image a miscellany of Near Eastern objects, including a spiked fiddle, an

octagonal table with mother-of-pear] inlay, an inlaid tambourine, a goblet
drum, a hammered brass coffeepot, and a water pipe have been used to dress
the set. They will be rearranged for other photographs, as will the brocade
cushions and draperies. Rather makeshift costumes, partly authentically Near
Eastern but from various regions and partly improvised, are worn by the
players.”> Some of the props and garments may have been souvenirs from

Dillon’s Egyptian journey of three years earlier. An inlaid table of exactly
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the type seen here (made to this day) can be seen in a Dillon painting and in
a photograph taken in the Moorish-style studio in London that he later had

constructed.”

THE SCRIPT

Western European fantasies loosely based on the Islamic cultures of the
Near East rested on vague assumptions about the exalted status of men and
the lesser place of women in that world. Essential to these daydreams was an
atmosphere of freedom from inhibitions and responsibilities. Musicians
played exotic melodies, servants proffered tobacco and drink; a warm cli-
mate, low divans, ample pillows, and loose-fitting garments allowed relaxed
postures and intimacies unthinkable in chilly, cluttered Victorian sitting
rooms. To varying degrees, Fenton’s Orientalist images are based on this
agglomeration of fantasies.*

Dillon brought to the making of the Orientalist pictures his actual experi-
ence of an Islamic culture, but Fenton had studied painting in France and
thus been exposed to French as well as British Orientalism, and he con-
tributed to the project not only technical expertise but also greater pictorial
sophistication.”® As a fledgling painter, art collector, and exhibition-goer in
both countries in the 1840s and early 1850s, Fenton saw numerous paintings
treating Near Eastern subjects by artists as various as Delacroix, Théodore
Chassériau, Prosper Marilhat, William Holman Hunt, and John Frederick
Lewis. Still, it seems logical for Dillon himself to have suggested that he pose
reclining full length smoking a long pipe in one image, and kneeling as if
about to pray in another. A woman balancing a water jug on her head is one
of the figures animating a scene Dillon sketched on the outskirts of Luxor in
February 1855, making it very likely that a similar pose was recommended
to the photographer by the painter.”” (To keep the jar in place during the
course of the exposure, Fenton’s model was rigged with the same wires that
supported her arms while she played the role of a bayadére.) Whatever the
origin of the pose, Fenton found it sufficiently compelling to ask the model to
assume it three other times—once in the same robe and twice wearing a
dark-colored garment.”®

Dillon and Fenton were not the only artists to immerse themselves in

role-playing. There are contemporary portraits or self-portraits in Near Eastern
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costume of David Roberts, Charles Neégre, Lewis, Francis Frith, and the some-
what obscure British photographer William Morris Grundy (1806—1859).
Immediate photographic prototypes for Fenton’s pictures were the simply
staged Orientalist scenes that Grundy showed at the Manchester Art
Treasures Exhibition in 1857 and the Photographic Society exhibition of 1858.

Because Dillon was frequently present during Fenton’s execution of the
Orientalist suite, some credit for the appearance of the finished photographs
should go to the painter. One wonders whether this collaboration con-
tributed to the imagery of Dillon’s paintings made on subsequent expedi-

tions to Islamic countries.

THE REVIEWS

When Fenton exhibited seven of his Orientalist productions in London in
January 1859, the critic for the Photographic News, who assumed that Fenton
had more experience in Islamic countries than was the case, was less than
enthusiastic. “For a ‘first appearance’ [of this kind of image’], his pictures are
not so bad, still they are not such as please us. With regard to the arrange-
ment of dress and interior detail, there can be no doubt that Fenton is the
one who ought to be well able to give us a correct idea of the household
economy of the Orientals.” He went on to complain that the models were of
the wrong nationality and lacked expression and that the strings holding up
the bayadeére’s hands were visible. The most successful picture, he thought,
was the Nubian Water Carrier.*® The writer for the Photographic Journal was
kinder: “We are pleased to notice that he [Fenton] is turning his attention to
a department of the ‘art’ in which he is less known than his exquisite land-
scapes—we mean those subjects that in art-slang are generally designated
as genre subjects. Of these, No. 48, The Pasha and Bayadére—No. 50, The
Reverie—No. 606, Turkish Musicians and Dancing Girl—No. 608, Nubian
Water Carrier, are favourable examples, being admirable illustrations of
Eastern scenes of actual life. Their execution, also, is worthy of Mr. Fenton’s
well-known fame.”*

The five Orientalist photographs in the plate section of this catalogue dis-
play a variety of intentions and qualities. There is a sturdy feminine grace in
the classic pose, akin to a caryatid’s, assumed by the model carrying a water

jug (pl. 65); there is evident sensuality in the image of a dreaming odalisque



surrounded by a luxuriance of patterned textiles that play against each other
and her bared flesh (pl. 61).°' The latter photograph is one of the two master-
pieces of the series (the other being Pasha and Bayadere, pl. 62) in which the
interaction of figures is enriched not only by an array of textiles but by
implied sound and feigned motion. The remaining two Orientalist photo-
graphs also display storytelling content, although their narrative structures
are less precise. The image of the woman with her head bowed and her face
nearly wholly concealed, seated cross-legged below a standing male figure, is
vaguely sinister: her pose is abject, and a mysterious instrument dangles from
his sleeve (pl. 64). The blander fifth image is related to that of the dancing

woman and her audience, but here the woman interacts solely with the camera,

gazing at it with an inquisitive, if melancholy, expression.” The man who for-
merly impersonated a musician now has the upgraded costume of a man of
leisure and from the divan addresses a standing servitor (pl. 63, fig. 51).*
Although we no longer look to these photographs for accurate repre-
sentations of domestic life in a Near Eastern environment, distance has
lent them charm. They record not only Fenton'’s vision of another culture
but also the attitudes of his own. Seriously intended to align photography
with painting, they nevertheless convey some of the high spirits that went
into their creation—an otherwise elusive aspect of Fenton’s character—
while transcending the homely circumstances of their making to constitute

a considerable artistic achievement.

89






Roger Fenton and the Still-Life Tradition

PAM ROBERTS

Photography will, we hope, in time entirely destroy all necessity of men wasting

their time in painting still-life.

n 1934 the Royal Photographic Society was given a collection of photo-

graphs by unnamed descendants of Roger Fenton, the society’s principal

founder in 1853 and its first honorary secretary. Among these materials

was a group of forty-eight still-life photographs: five depicting game, six fea-
turing a Chinese ivory casket and other Chinese artifacts, and the remaining
thirty-seven ringing rich and striking variations on conventional arrangements
of fruit, flowers, intricately patterned textiles, tankards, vases, drinking cups,
jewelry, small statuettes of putti, ivory carvings, and glassware.” While many of
these photographs appear at first glance to be duplicates, this is rarely the case.
There are nuanced differences: a petal has wilted and drooped, pollen has scat-
tered, a tightly furled flower bud has opened, a grape has wrinkled and wizened,
a fern has curled, spots of mold appear, shadows elongate as the light wanes.
Remarkably, the entire series of exotic and lushly beautiful fruit and flower
still lifes was very rapidly realized over the summer of 1860,” probably in late
July and early August. These glorious images, taken by a photographer at the
height of his powers, were most likely the last that Fenton made. The still
lifes of game had probably been taken the previous year, in December 1859,
when he was photographing at Stonyhurst College in Lancashire. (The
furred and feathered game would have been in season in December and legal

to shoot, but the salmon and trout were out of season and illegal to catch.)*

Opposite: Fig. 57. Roger Fenton, Parian Vase, Grapes, and Silver Cup (detail), 1860.
Albumen silver print. The RPS Collection at the National Museum of Photography,
Film & Television, Bradford, Gift of Fenton descendants, 1934, 2003-5000/2889

— Athenaeum, 1859'

The many factors that led Fenton to produce these still-life images were
practical, personal, aesthetic, and commercial in nature—like the strands
that interwove constantly throughout his life.

Fenton’s new foray into still life was first made public at the seventh exhi-
bition of the Photographic Society in 1860.° He showed a still life of game
(no. 185), Spotls of Wood and Stream (pl. 75), alongside photographs taken at
Stonyhurst. It was priced at twelve shillings, at the high end of his price range.
The only costlier works in his entire career were some of his Crimean pictures,
sold framed for twenty-one shillings, and landscapes and architectural subjects,
sold for fifteen shillings and sixpence and sixteen shillings and sixpence, respec-
tively, in 1856, when he was at the height of his celebrity after the Crimean trip.
The price of this still life perhaps reflects its size (13% x 16'%s inches), the large
quantity of silver in the print, and the gold chloride toning.

This wonderfully strong image, in which the camera is very close to its sub-
ject and the eye is drawn into the central vortex created by the basket of shim-
mering trout on the ground, was cited in an exhibition review only as “a difficult
subject, successfully treated.”® While pictures of game had been made in the
1850s by other British photographers,” these were politely composed studies in
which dead animals and birds were arranged with allied objects, usually dishes
and drinking vessels. The subject had never before been photographed in the
field at this low eye level, composed with such artistry, and printed so sumptu-
ously. One can see each blade of grass, each fish scale, each tuft of wet fur.

It is another Fenton photograph in that same 1860 exhibition, however,

that established the subject matter for Fenton’s later experiments in still life.
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Called Copy of a Picture by Lance, it was a photograph of a canvas by the

English painter George Lance (1802—1864), who had been largely responsible
for reviving still-life painting as an artist’s specialty. Fenton’s copy was, one
reviewer wrote, “unusually successful” in that “the equivalent of colour in
light and shade is very happily accomplished.”®

Which of Lance’s paintings Fenton had photographed and exhibited in
1860 is not known. However, in the Royal Photographic Society Collection
are two Fenton prints of a Lance painting (from the same negative), one
now entitled Comus (fig. 58).° The painting itself, whose present location is
unknown, was shown by Lance under the title The Golden Age at the exhibi-
tion of the British Institution for Promoting the Fine Arts in the United
Kingdom in 1859 and subsequently was bought by Archibald Brunton Esq."’
Sometime in 1859 Fenton photographed it. The wood engraving reproduc-
tion of the painting that appeared in the Illustrated London News in 1861
(fig. 59) may have been made from Fenton’s copy photograph rather than
from a metal engraving, as was more usual. Whether Fenton’s picture was
an Illustrated London News assignment or his own homage to Lance is
unclear. But certainly the description of the Lance painting given by the
Hlustrated London News reviewer could in spirit equally apply to Fenton’s

1860 still-life studies: “Half-buried amongst the fruit of the vine, is a rich
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Fig. 58. Roger Fenton, Comus, 1859.
Photograph of a painting by George Lance
(English, 1802-1864). Albumen silver
print, 20 x 42 cm (77 x 16%¢ in.). The
RPS Collection at the National Museum
of Photography, Film & Television,
Bradford, Gift of Fenton descendants,
1984, 2003-5000/3081/1

melon in the highest perfection of ripeness; and on the other side are apples,
peaches, filberts, and strawberries on the stem, in glorious variety, every
one a picked specimen of its kind, and individualised with an appreciative
and loving hand.”"!

Even if Fenton had nothing to do with the print version of The Golden
Age, he was undoubtedly familiar with the wood engraving reproductions of
paintings by both Lance and his student William Duffield (1816—-1863) pub-
lished in the Illustrated London News between 1853 and 1862, a period when
his own photographs were frequently reproduced in wood engraving form in
the same pages.'? The paper was extremely popular; in 1855 it had 123,000
subscribers, among them Fenton.'® He would have seen Lance’s paintings
exhibited at various London galleries and perhaps also at the home of the
collector J. H. Mann (fl. 1827—70), a near neighbor and one of the founders of
the North London School of Drawing and Modelling, with which Fenton
was involved, as well as chairman of the Artists’ General Benevolent Institute,
patron of the Society of Engravers, and a color manufacturer with a business
in Lincoln’s Inn Fields."*

During the sixty-four years of Queen Victoria’s reign, the British art mar-
ket underwent dramatic changes. The burgeoning urban middle classes, sur-

rounded by the new wealth of manufacture and industry, were educated and



eager to embrace not only capitalism and technology but also art. Rather than
emulating the upper echelons of society, whose collecting habits had largely
revolved around the Grand Tour and the works of European masters of the
previous four centuries, they were open to buying work by contemporary
British artists. A number of institutions and galleries had been established ear-
lier in the century to encourage the patronage of British artists: the Society of
Painters in Water-Colours was founded in 1804, the British Institution in
1805, the Society of British Artists in 1823, the National Gallery in 1824, and
the New Society of Painters in Water-Colours in 1832. By 1843 the number of
practicing British artists (which included Fenton) had increased threefold
since the foundation of the British Institution.'” The institutions promoted
ideas of a national artistic and professional identity. In the lively art world of
the day, a new audience attended exhibitions, read reviews and scrutinized
reproductions in influential publications such as the Art-Journal and the Illus-
trated London News, discussed artistic developments, and bought paintings.

In Britain still-life painting had never been the strong artistic discipline
that it was in Holland, but with new economic opportunities and the increas-
ing materialism of the wealthy middle classes, it blossomed. Its main practi-
tioners were Lance, William Henry “Bird’s Nest” Hunt, and Edward Ladell.
A manual on flower painting by William J. Muckley published somewhat

Fig. 59. The Golden Age, after a painting by George Lance (English, 1802—1864). Wood
engraving, 20.3 X 34.9 cm (8 x 18% in.). From Illustrated London News, February 23,
1861, p. 166

later in the century and a companion volume on fruit and still-life painting,
also by Muckley, went into many editions.'® The Illustrated London News con-
ferred its imprimatur on the genre: “Still-life Painting, which in its widest
sense includes dead game, fish &c., as well as fruit, flowers, vases, musical
instruments, tapestry, and various ornamental articles of furniture, though
not ranking with the highest departments of art, has still its legitimate uses,
and holds a recognised place in the esteem of all who love and admire the
beautiful in creation in a catholic spirit.”"”

George Lance, although a pupil of the history painter Benjamin Robert
Haydon, from the early 1820s had specialized almost exclusively in still-life
painting, taking as his model works of the seventeenth- and eighteenth-century
Dutch and Flemish schools. Lance’s still life The Summer Gift was commis-
sioned by the collector Robert Vernon and then donated to the nation in
1847 as part of a collection of contemporary British art.'® When the painting
was exhibited the next year at the British Institution it was well received,
and still life acquired a new status in Great Britain. Lance painted loving
renditions of the prize horticultural produce of the great country houses
such as Woburn and Blenheim, making more than four hundred paintings in
his lifetime. "’

Fenton moved easily in artistic circles and collected paintings, drawings
and engravings, including Lance’s Peaches and Grapes. Among the other still-life
paintings he owned were ones by J. F. Herring (Rabbits), H. Chaplin (Peaches
and Plums), Philippe H. Rousseau (Dead Birds), Mrs. Margetts (Pineapple,
Grapes, &c.; A Handful of Flowers; Azaleas), and Hickin (Dead Ducks).** He
would have known the school of still-life artists in the circle of the prolific
William Henry Hunt (1790-1864), who exhibited at the Royal Academy, at
the Gallery of the New Society of Painters in Water-Colours on Pall Mall
East, and at the Society of British Artists, Suffolk Street (the latter two,
along with the Gallery of the [old] Society of Painters in Water-Colours,
were frequently the venues of the Photographic Society’s annual exhibi-
tions). And Fenton would have seen both Lance’s and Hunt's work at the 1857
Manchester Art Treasures Exhibition, where his own work hung as well. In
Manchester Hunt showed the still life Fruit and Tankard (Whitworth Art
Gallery, Manchester), which depicts a silver tankard, a glass chalice, fruit, and
drapery. Hunt was certainly interested in photography. Among his effects at

his death was a set of Fenton’s Crimea photographs,”' and his drawing The
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Photographer from the 1850s is a full-length back view of a photographer with
a large camera and tripod (Tate Liverpool). Could the subject be Fenton?

A third artist who may have influenced Fenton’s production of still-life pho-
tographs was Edward Ladell (1821-1886), a member of the Colchester school
of still-life painters and an exhibitor at the Royal Academy beginning in 1856.
Ladell’s carved ivory caskets, hock glasses with reflections, translucent white
currants placed at the very forefront of the image, overripe squash with an
obligatory slice cut out, tumbling bunches of grapes, and wicker baskets,
all arranged on a marble-topped carved wood table with draped, striped,
and exotically patterned fabrics, were familiar still-life conventions (fig. 60).
Put side by side, Ladell’s paintings and Fenton’s photographs appear
strikingly similar.*®

Several factors probably played a part in Fenton’s turn to still-life photog-
raphy. His landscape work was curtailed in 1860, a much-remarked bad year
for photography with “a long continuance of wet and foggy weather. . . . of
continuous bright weather, affording both opportunities and stimulants to
work, there was literally none.”** So unpromising was the weather for land-
scape photographers that “several photographic societies which had local
habitations” closed down.** Thus it is perhaps not surprising that Fenton
stayed home more than usual and sent previous work, along with his few pho-
tographs taken in bad-weather conditions, to some of the exhibitions. The
doughty British photographic press was unforgiving, berating Fenton’s sub-
missions as “altogether unworthy the reputation of so celebrated an artist. . ..
By far the larger number of landscapes displayed this year by this photo-
graphic veteran are heavy, dull, flat-looking affairs.”** His older works were
“only valuable as showing the attainments of Mr. Fenton some time since. . . .
Having been exhibited over and over again they have become weather-beaten
and grimy, and present altogether a dispiriting appearance.”*’

Meanwhile Fenton had become much involved with the Hythe School of
Musketry, where in 1860 he both photographed and shot, having joined the
Ninth (West Middlesex) Rifle Volunteers on April 16. This too did not go
unnoticed. “We fear much that Mr. Fenton has proved an inconstant swain—
that he has transferred his affections from the camera to the rifle.”*” There
was another, soberer reason for inconstancy to his photography: the
Fentons’ only son, Anthony Maynard, died at the age of fifteen months on
April 24 of that year, surely a devastating blow to the close-knit family.
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Fig. 60. Edward Ladell (English, 1821-1886), Still Life, 1860.
QOil on canvas, 34 x 29 cm (13% X 117 in.). Courtesy of Richard

Green Fine Paintings, London

From 1853 to 1859 Fenton had worked for the British Museum, where he
had been able to experiment with composition, lighting, photographic
chemistry, and lenses while making photographs in a somewhat peripatetic
fashion of inanimate objects in the museum’s collections—sculptures,
paintings, engravings, ivory carvings, relics, and collections of geological,
ethnographic, and anthropological specimens (pls. 41—46). He exhibited
some of this work, especially in the late 1850s.°* His stereo photographs
of landscapes, architecture, and museum interiors were published regu-
larly in the Stereoscopic Magazine, which was issued from 1858 to 1865.% In
September and October 1859, two images by Fenton appeared that were
arranged more in the manner of a still life, Celebrated Ivory Carvings, from the
Collection in the British Museum and Group of Corals, British Museum.”® The
October 1860 issue contained a stereo photograph, Fruit with Ivory and Silver



»31

Tankard, identified as “First of a series taken for the Magazine by Mr. Fenton.
Several more were to follow, some dated to the summer of 1860. Indeed,
close examination reveals that all were made in a very short space of time
over that dismal summer of 1860.

The opening pages of the March 1861 edition of the Stereoscopic Magazine
contained this passage: “The subjects furnished by Mr. Fenton are taken by a
camera with six lenses, three pairs of views being taken simultaneously on
one sheet of glass, by which the printing is greatly expedited, and all contri-
butions of negatives to the Stereoscopic Magazine are now made in duplicate
and triplicate. The result is, that the Editor is enabled to avail himself of a
more extensive and fresher choice of subjects, so that the stereographs now
given, and in preparation, are of a superior and interesting character.”* This
mention of a “camera with six lenses” is probably a reference to Petzval
lenses, with which Fenton had been experimenting since early 1858. At that
time he had written, “I have had the opportunity of taking a series of pictures
by Professor Petzval’s lens, and I may as well, before showing them, state
that there are three double lenses, but only two pairs of these are used for

taking landscapes, and the other pair is substituted for the back combination

arranged for taking portraits; in no case are there more than four lenses used
for taking a single picture, so far as I am at present informed.”*® The ability
to take multiple stereographs with one camera allowed quantities to be
increased while unit costs decreased, rescuing the Stereoscopic Magazine from
production and financial difficulties.”

Fenton produced his still-life studies using not just two cameras, as the
Stereoscopic Magazine states (see below), but three and maybe four: the six-
lensed stereo camera with Petzval lenses, a large-format 20 x 16-inch-plate
camera (and possibly even a larger one that took 24 x 18-inch plates), and a
smaller-format 15 x 15-inch-plate camera. Almost all Fenton'’s still-life pho-
tographs exist in these three formats (often trimmed after printing). Over
the hot summer of 1859, when “a black bulb thermometer placed in the sun,
rose to 146 degrees” and “on the following day the heat was even greater; the
same thermometer indicating at least 10 degrees higher in the sunshine at
noon,”*’ Fenton had been experimenting with three of the new orthographic
lenses made by the London optician and instrument maker Andrew Ross™ as
well as varieties of collodion. The latter activity he undertook as a member

of the Collodion Committee of the Photographic Society; twelve members

Fig. 61. Roger Fenton, Chinese Curiosities, 1860.
Albumen silver prints, stereograph, each 7 x 7 cm
(2% x 27 in.). From Stereoscopic Magazine, no. 34

(April 1861). George Eastman House, Rochester,
New York, Gift of Alden Scott Boyer, 96:0726:0004

CHINESE CURIGSITIES
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GROUP QF FRUIT AND FLOWERS BY FENTON

who practiced every branch of the art, including “copying and sculpture,”
had been asked to spend the summer recess experimenting with collodion
prepared for them by Mr. Hardwich.”’

The April 1861 Stereoscopic Magazine article contains detailed descrip-

tions of one of Fenton’s stereo photographs, Chinese Curiosities (fig. 61):

This is one of the compositions lately exhibited by Mr. Fenton on a large
scale, in the rooms of the Photographic Society. While taking the group with
his large lens, he took it also with his camera of six lenses for the stereo-
scope. The object in the centre is an tvory casket, laid on its side to show the
carving on the top, which it will be seen is in high relief, executed with
the ingenuity and neatness for which the Chinese are celebrated”® Resting
on the edge of the box is a small tiara of jewels, and over it to the right is a
wreath of fine red coral, in natural branches. Beneath the casket is a richly
embrordered mandarin’s robe. The accessories of fruit and flowers consist of
grapes, peaches, plums, some China Asters, and two bunches of Hoya; and the

vase to the right is of antique bronze, mounted on a pedestal of alabaster.®
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Fig. 62. Roger Fenton, Group of Fruit and Flowers,
1860. Albumen silver prints, stereograph, each 7 x
7 cm (27 x 2% in.). From Stereoscopic Magazine, no. 37
(July 1861). George Eastman House, Rochester,
New York, Gift of Alden Scott Boyer, 96:0726:0013

The Chinese Ivory Casket represented in the preceding photograph is so novel
a subject for the stereoscope that we are tempted to give an enlarged view
of it. . ..

... The Arundel Society have prepared casts of some of the most remarkable
spectmens in tvory-carving contained in the different museums and private
collections of Europe; and Mr. Westwood, the well-known entomologist,
Hope-Professor of Natural History in the University of Oxford, possesses a
collection of upwards of eight hundred casts of celebrated carvings in tvory.*

In September 1860, Queen Victoria and Prince Albert bought two copies
of “studies from life” recently made by Fenton.*' At the eighth exhibition of
the Photographic Society, held at the Gallery of the Society of Painters in
Water-Colours in January 1861, Fenton showed twelve still-life composi-
tions (out of the thirty-nine prints he exhibited), including studies of fruit
and flowers and of the aforementioned Chinese casket. The photographic
press reacted with lavish praise, such as “His fruit studies show the highest
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standard to which photography can attain at present in that field.”™ He was



Fig. 63. Roger Fenton, Flowers and Fruit, 1860. Albumen silver print, 28.1 x 28.8 cm
(11%6 x 1176 in.). The RPS Collection at the National Museum of Photography, Film &
Television, Bradford, Gift of Fenton descendants, 1934, 2003-5000/3105

compared directly to Lance: “Mr. Roger Fenton has come out in an entirely
new character, and may now be regarded in the photographic world in the
same light as Lance amongst painters. . . . ‘How delighted Lance would be
with these!’”** Reviewers encouraged buying: “We congratulate collectors of
photographs upon the new pleasure that is in store for them in acquiring
some of this novel class of productions.” Prints were for sale at ten shillings
and sixpence apiece.**

One reviewer raised the issue of color for the still-life studies. “It is true
that to acquire all possible beauty they do require the application of colour.
We remember to have seen some specimens of flowers, on a smaller scale,
that had been well tinted, exhibited at one of the meetings of the North
London Photographic Association, and are convinced from what we then
saw that a profitable field is open in this direction to any artist having the

requisite skill, as such productions, well got up, would meet with eager

purchasers.”** It is not clear whether the hand-colored flower studies men-
tioned were also by Fenton; if they were, they have not survived. Nor indeed
have many Fenton still-life photographs, suggesting that these works did
not sell as well as the reviewers, and perhaps Fenton, expected.

Fenton’s still lifes reflect the interests and material resources of the
wealthy Victorian middle classes: Chinamania, exotic products of the British
Empire both edible and decorative, the new greenhouse technology, the
coded language of flowers. But it is the reality of these images, the three-
dimensional density of their compositions of fruit piled upon fruit, that is
most startling. And because they are so abundantly real, these displays are
transmuted into something lush, sensuous, and ultimately bound to decay—
true nature morte.

Fenton often observes the classical traditions of still-life composition that
can be seen in the paintings of Lance and Ladell: peaches always seem to
come in twos, translucent white currants must always hang over the edge of
the tabletop, baskets must always be wicker, the fruit must be arranged on a
pedestaled tazza. But, employing the skills of his particular art, he infuses
the still life with something quite his own.

The three cameras are set up—the six-lens stereo and the 15 x 15-inch-
and 20 x 16-inch-plate cameras. It is often possible to see a suggestion of
camera reflections in the polished surfaces of grapes and cherries; but
reflections of at least two cameras and tripods are very clearly visible, one
assumes purposely, in the silver goblet used in several photographs (fig. 57).
Typically, the stereo view pulls away from the arranged still life, which occu-
pies perhaps 60 percent of the image, to show it isolated in an outdoor set-
ting against a bare brick wall draped with cloth (fig. 62). The 15 x 15-inch
format comes closer, showing the same dents in the foreground apple, the
same mold on the melon, the same wizened grape near the bottom of the
bunch; but now the composition is tighter, cropping out the brick wall and
most of the drape so that the still life occupies 75 percent of the image (fig. 63).
Finally, the 20 x 16-inch image moves right to the heart of the subject (pl. 86).
The composition has been slightly rearranged, with the flowers at the right
replaced by a vase for better balance, but the fruits, complete with dents and
misty bloom, are intact. The image is tight and fills 90 percent of the photo-
graph. The print’s top has been arched to even more fully immerse the

viewer in this most stunning of Fenton’s still lifes.
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The bad spring and summer of 1860 may be what allowed Fenton to
achieve the impossible and photograph together fruit that in the British
climate would normally reach maturity over a four-month period, from
gooseberries in early June to grapes in late September. That year the early
outdoor-grown fruit ripened late in the inclement weather, while the late
fruit ripened early in the greenhouse. Imported exotic fruits had also become
relatively common. In 1853 the Illustrated London News mentioned the first
large twenty-four-day cargo of pineapples, imported from Eleuthera in the
Bahamas.*® In the Crimea in 1855, Fenton had “stock” with him from
Fortnum & Mason, grocers to the royal family, and later he may have bought
his still-life supplies from them.*’

Grapes, white, black, and red currants, plums, peaches, melons, pineapples,
strawberries; pinks, China asters, Hoya, lilacs, lilies and roses (flowers associ-
ated with the Virgin Mary and the Annunciation), fuchsia, chrysanthemums;
cherries, gooseberries, raspberries, apples, ferns, sweet william, laurel,
cucumbers, pansies, and Canterbury bells are just some of the items of pro-
duce that jostle for position in these heady photographs. Each also has a
time-honored symbolic meaning. The carved ivory caskets, the richly wrought
hunting cup carved with the legend of Saint Hubert and decorated with
silver fox heads, the ornate silver mirror and chased silver goblet—all exqui-
site, intricately hand-crafted items of value—represent taste, trade, wealth,
and possessions.

Fenton obviously intended this series of still lifes to express homage to
the grape. Grapes are everywhere, figuring in thirty-three of his thirty-nine
still lifes in the Royal Photographic Society Collection. And these grapes,
still white with bloom, will ferment and make wine. To emphasize the point
further, Fenton introduces wine-related objects: three different decanters,

two chased silver goblets, a glass beaker, a Parian ware vase dripping with
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grapes and vine leaves in relief, a silver-and-ivory tankard carved with
grape-picking cherubs.*® Close observation reveals that one particular bunch
of grapes in a wicker basket, recognizable from a wrinkled specimen at its
bottom and the shape of the bloom on two adjoining grapes, played a part in
seven different still lifes before the wrinkled grape, perhaps too wizened for
beauty, was removed (and eaten?). Marks that look suspiciously like teeth
indentations appear on one of the peaches.

Fenton continued to receive admiring reviews for his still lifes and—
ironically, given all the glories of his photography that had gone before—a
medal at the International Exhibition of 1862 “For great excellence in fruit
and flower pieces, and good general photography.”** But the relative scarcity
of these still-life images now—fewer than fifty-five worldwide—suggests
that the Victorian public did not purchase them in great numbers. In
February 1863 the Stereoscopic Magazine, announcing Fenton’s retirement
from photography, featured one last still life and stated gloomily, “Neither
fruit nor flowers are good subjects for photography. It has long been deemed
hopeless to be able to apply the art to the purposes of botanical illustration.
This and one or two other pictures already given in our magazine are equal
to any that have been produced; and it is not likely that any further use will
be made of photography for the delineation of such subjects.”*’

After the deaths of Hunt and Lance in 1864 and of Ladell in 1886, still-life
painting ceased to be a genre that on its own could afford an artist in Britain
a healthy living. Nor did British photographers strive to emulate Fenton’s
glorious example, perhaps quite rightly assuming that his still-life photo-
graphs could not be bettered. While photography, it later proved, never did
“destroy all necessity of men wasting their time in painting still-life” as the
Athenaeum predicted in January 1859, British photographers did not choose

to assume the temporarily discarded mantle.”’
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1. Self-Portrait, February 1852



RUSSIA, 1852



2. Moscow, Domes of Churches in the Kremlin, 1852



3. South Front of the Kremlin from the Old Bridge, 1852



4. Walls of the Kremlin, Moscow, 1852



5. Walls of the Kremlin, Moscow, 1852
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6. The Church of the Redeemer, Moscow, under Construction, 1852



7. Banks of the Dnieper; Distant View of the Forts and Low Town of Kief, 1852



EARLY VIEWS, 1854



8. Fountains Abbey, the Nave, 1854



9. The Cloisters, Tintern Abbey, 1854



10. Rievaulx Abbey, Doorway, North Transept, 1854



11. Rievaulx Abbey, the High Altar, 1854




12. Rievaulr Abbey, 1854



Wharfe and Pool, Below the Strid, 1854




THE CRIMEAN WAR, 1855
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14. The Cattle Pier, Balaklava, 1855
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15. Landing Place, Railway Stores, Balaklava, 1855



16. Cookhouse of the 8th Hussars, 1855



17. Group of Croat Chiefs, 1855



18. Captain Lord Balgonie, Grenadier Guards, 1855 19. General Bosquet, 1855



20. Sebastopol from Cathcart’s Hill, 1855



21. Valley of the Shadow of Death, 1855



EXCURSIONS TO SCOTLAND AND WALES,
I8356 AND 1857



22. Landscape with Clouds, [18567]



23. Landscape with Clouds, [18567]
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24. Lindisfarne Priory, 1856
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25. Melrose Abbey, South Transept, 1856



26. Roslin Chapel, South Porch, 1856



27. The Princess Royal and Princess Alice, [1855]



28. Princesses Helena and Louise, 1856



29. A Ghillie at Balmoral, 1856



30. Prince Alfred, Duke of Edinburgh, 1856



81. View from Ogwen Falls into
Nant Ffrancon, 1857




32. Pont-y-Garth, near Capel Curig, 1857



33. On the Llugwy, near Bettws-y-Coed, 1857



34. Falls of the Llugwy, at Pont-y-Pair, 1857




85. Glyn Lledr, from Pont-y-Pant, 1857



36. Pont-y-Pant, on the Lledr, from Below, 1857



. Moel Seabod, from the Lledr Valley, 1857




38. The Double Bridge on the
Machno, 1857




39. Slate Pier at Trefriw, 1857



THE BRITISH MUSEUM, 13854-1853



40. The British Museum, 1857



41. Gallery of Antiquities, The British Museum, [ca. 1857]



42. Head of Minerva, from the Marble in
the British Museum, [ 18587




43. Hermaphrodite Feeding a Bird, [1854—58]
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(Troglodytes Gorilla) I, [ 1854—587]




45. Elephantine Moa (Dinornis elephantopus),
an Extinct Wingless Bird, in the Gallery
of Fossils, British Museum, [1854—58]




46. Gallery with Discobolus, British Museum, [ca. 1857




SACRED AND SECULAR ARCHITECTURE, I357-18538
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47. York Minster, from the South East, [ca. 1856 )
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49. Ely Cathedral, East End, 1857



50. Ely Cathedral, from the Park, 1857



ety

¥

" Mame B WK SN

e _; i;‘-,_

P
/7

~

N

+

4.-4“

R e S

{

,tc ‘A‘"’.

e -

—— e
e TR

o |
ol
4

[

ol
8
r*d

:
"
e

4

A — — . — m___ *.‘_4
!

d

P
| '1!\ '

g
!

w»

_— .

lilf]:fl”
BrissdeBdens

51. Lincoln Cathedral, West Porch, 1857




52. Lincoln Cathedral, The Galilee
Porch, 1857




53. Lichfield Cathedral, Central
Doorway, West Porch, 1858
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55. Salisbury Cathedral, View in the Bishop’s Garden, 1858
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56. Salisbury Cathedral— The Nave, from the South Transept, 1858



57. Westminster Abbey,
Cloisters, [ca. 1858




58. Lambeth Palace, [ca. 18587
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59. Houses of Parliament, [ca. 18587



60. Westminster from Waterloo Bridge, [ca. 18587



ORIENTALIST STUDIES, 18538



61. Reclining Odalisque, 1858




62. Pasha and Bayadeére, 1858



63. Orientalist Group, 1858



64. Orientalist Group, 1858



65. Nubian Water Carrier, 1858



LANDSCAPES AND STATELY HOMES, 13583-1360



66. Harewood House, Yorkshire, 1859



67. The Upper Terrace, Harewood House, 1859



68. The Terrace, Garden and Park, Harewood, 1859
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69. Hardwick Hall, from the South East, 1858
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70. The Lily House, Botanic Garden, Ozford, 1859



71. Wollaton Hall, [ca. 1859]
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72. The Billiard Room, Mentmore, [ca. 1858]



78. Boys in the Refectory, Stonyhurst, 1859



74. Paradise, View down the Hodder, Stonyhurst, 1859
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75. Spoils of Wood and Stream, 1859




76. Still Life with Game, [1859]



77. Up the Hodder, near Stonyhurst, 1859
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78. Valley of the Ribble and Pendle Hill, 1859



79. View from the Newby Bridge, 1860



80. Derwentwater, Looking to Borrowdale, 1860



81. General View from the Town Park [Windsor Castle’], 1860



82. The Long Walk, 1860



83. View from the Foot of the Round Tower, 1860



84. Saint George’s Chapel and the Round Tower, Windsor Castle, 1860



85. The Queen’s Target, 1860



STILL LIFES, 1860



86. Flowers and Fruit, (1860




87. Decanter and Fruit,
[1860]
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89. Tankard and Fruit, [1860]







“A Most Enthusiastic Cultivator of His Art”:
Fenton’s Critics and the ijectogz of His Cuareer

ROGER TAYLOR

oger Fenton’s career as a photographer first came to public atten-

tion in December 1852 and closed ten years later with the announce-

ment of his retirement in October 1862. During that single decade
he exhibited more photographs in more venues than any other photographer
over the same period. Every year, as regular as the seasons themselves was
Fenton’s submission of his latest work to exhibitions throughout Britain and
Europe. By any measure his output was prodigious. He is known to have
exhibited more than one thousand works, and even though this number must
include some duplication of individual images seen in more than one venue,
no other photographer came close to matching such productivity." The scale
and geographic range of Fenton’s photographic exhibition strategy—and
we can be sure it was a strategy—raise important questions that will be
explored here. What made it possible for him to promote his work so readily?
Who constituted the audience for photographic exhibitions and what did
they think of the work? To what extent were Fenton’s ambitions artistic, to
what extent profit-driven? And, looking at the larger subject, how did the
status of photography change during this formative decade, and what role
did Fenton play in shaping the taste and critical attitudes of the public?

In 1844, when Fenton was in Paris studying to be an artist, photography
celebrated its fifth birthday. Perhaps it would be more accurate to speak of
two birthdays: one of the daguerreotype, a direct image on a silver-coated
copper plate, which had largely been taken up commercially; the other of the
calotype, a paper negative used to make a positive print, which had been
adopted by gentleman amateurs interested in the expressive potential of sci-
ence in the service of art.® At five years old the medium was still youthful,

but the differences that distinguished its two aspects were already enshrined

in practice and during the remaining years of the decade would diverge even
further, by 1850 seeming to represent opposing ideologies and social strata.
In these early years the daguerreotype, the more precocious medium, was
widely successful in attracting public attention, but ultimately it was the
negative-positive characteristics of the calotype process that won the hearts
and minds of photographers with artistic aspirations. With his education and
interests, and moving as he did in artistic circles, Fenton was surely aware of
this evolutionary process as it unfolded around him in London and Paris.

One of the difficulties photography encountered throughout the 1840s
was its near invisibility. In the wider scheme of things it was completely over-
shadowed by the more pressing social issues of the decade and barely entered
the national consciousness. Photographs were rarely exhibited; when they did
make an appearance it was usually as part of a didactic exhibition, such as one
characteristically dedicated to “Arts, Manufactures, and Practical Science.”®
Within this context photographs were thought of as novelties, scientific
curiosities, or objects of conjecture, but rarely as works of art.

Traditional artists, on the other hand, enjoyed ongoing publicity and sup-
port from annual exhibitions, soirees, societies, publications, and a flourish-
ing print trade that allowed reproductions of their works to be widely
circulated. The national census of 1851 tells us that there were 5,444 artists
of every caliber and distinction working in Britain. Recorded in a separate
category are only 51 photographers, earning their living as daguerreotyp-
ists.” The central government actively encouraged High Art, in the firm
belief that it had a civilizing influence upon the general population. In addi-
tion there were a number of lottery schemes known as Art Unions dotted

about the country whose sole purpose was the distribution of paintings,
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sculptures, engravings, and other works of art to prizewinning subscribers.
These hugely successful programs brought widespread employment to
artists and engravers.” Art was deeply embedded in the cultural life of the
nation, with the exhibition season to some extent dictating the social calen-
dar. By comparison, photography enjoyed few of these benefits. Paralyzed by
patent restrictions and parochial attitudes, it seemed in danger of languish-
ing as a cultural backwater.

‘We do not know what prompted Fenton to switch his allegiance from
painting to photography, or when this happened, but to judge from his earli-
est known work he seems to have taken up the camera sometime during
1851, perhaps as a result of seeing the photographic displays in the Great
Exhibition of the Works of Industry of All Nations, held at the Crystal
Palace in London.® A visitor dimly susceptible to the charms of photography
would have been captivated by the show of cameras and equipment but hard-
pressed to find any significant presentation of images. The philosophy
underlying the exhibition was that for a given subject, the means of produc-
tion should be illustrated from raw material to finished product; thus, in
the British exhibits photographs were grouped alongside the cameras and
lenses on display in Class 10, “Philosophical Instruments and their Processes,”
or as examples of technique in Class 80, “Sculpture, Models and Plastic Art,
Mosaics, Enamels Etc.” However, “foreign countries” were given greater
freedom in the selection and organization of their displays, and as a result
the range and quality of their exhibits showed photography to good effect.
The French photographers were especially well represented, with works by
Hippolyte Bayard, Louis-Désiré Blanquart-Evrard, Comte Frédéric Flacheron,
Gustave Le Gray, Henri Le Secq, and Frédéric Martens.” Burdened from the
outset by a system designed to showcase commerce and industrial produc-
tion and further hampered by rigid classification, British photography made
a poor showing in comparison.

Just as the Great Exhibition was coming to a close in October 1851 we
find Fenton visiting the recently established Société Héliographique in Paris.
There he saw how photography was benefiting from the mutual collabora-
tion and free interchange of its practitioners, many of them distinguished
French artists who recognized “the great advantages which this science

»8

presents to the careful and conscientious interpreter of nature.”” Encouraged

by this experience, Fenton returned to London and joined forces with a group
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Fig. 64. Soirée of Photographers, in the Great Room of the Society of Arts. Wood engraving,
17.3 x 28.6 ¢m (6 746 x 97 in.). From Illustrated London News, January 1, 1853, p. 12

of amateur photographers to plan the establishment of a “Photographical
Society” in that city. In March 1852 their campaign went public, with advertise-
ments and editorial coverage appearing in many leading periodicals; Fenton
was named as the person to whom correspondence should be addressed.’

It is at this point that several strands of Fenton’s photographic activity
begin to overlap and intertwine in mutually beneficial relationships. The
first exhibition dedicated solely to photography opened to the public on
December 22, 1852, at the Society of Arts, London (fig. 64). It had been sug-
gested a month earlier by Joseph Cundall, a book publisher, entrepreneur,
and amateur photographer, the idea being to draw the attention of a London
audience to photography’s true achievements (as distinct from those pre-
sented at the Great Exhibition). If successful the exhibition would also act as
a fitting prologue to the establishment of the Photographic Society, which
was planned for late January 1853. Within a matter of weeks, Cundall, Philip
Henry Delamotte, and Fenton, the chief organizers, had assembled almost
four hundred prints and prepared a detailed catalogue.'® The novelty of the
exhibition made it hugely popular, even though it opened three days before



Christmas; as a result more photographs were added, a second edition of the
catalogue prepared, and the closing date extended until the end of January
1853."" The effect of the almost eight hundred examples of British and
French photography of great scope and diversity by then on display must
have been overwhelming.'” The exhibition proved a critical success, although
the generally favorable reviews included one observation that some of the
prints “should not have passed beyond the portfolio of the artist.”'> The
exhibition also served as the setting for the founding of the Photographic
Society on January 20, 1853, when Fenton was elected to the position of
honorary secretary, which he had been filling informally from the outset (see
“The Exertions of Mr. Fenton” by Pam Roberts in this volume).'* At its first
regular meeting the following week, Fenton set out to the membership his
ambitions for the society. His vision that photography (and the society)
would be well served by the “collection and the diffusion of information,”
with exhibitions forming “an important part of the Society’s means of
action,” is closely aligned with his own personal ambitions.'® By early 1853
his name was firmly linked to photography, perhaps more so than that of any
other member of the Photographic Society, leading one commentator to note
wryly, “Mr. Fenton is a most enthusiastic cultivator of his art.”*°

The popularity of the exhibition also prompted the Society of Arts to create
a strategy for promoting photography nationally through a series of touring
exhibitions. One of the powerful ideas to arise from the success of the Great
Exhibition was that of “strength through unity” In a speech delivered in
1852, Prince Albert called for the continued and harmonious interchange of
knowledge to bring about human advancement, and this principle was
widely adopted as a rallying call by nations, industries, workmen’s organiza-
tions, and educators. With mutual cooperation now high on the national
agenda, the Society of Arts played its part by inviting 230 literary, philo-
sophical, scientific, and mechanics’ societies to affiliate themselves with the
parent society in London and thus gain access to visiting lecturers, reduced
prices on books and supplies, and other benefits. By February 1853 this impor-
tant initiative had induced well over one hundred institutions to join the net-
work.'” The great majority of these were based in small market towns with
populations of between four and five thousand souls, and many enjoyed the
patronage and membership of the local aristocracy. Capitalizing on the suc-

cess of its 1852 exhibition, the Society of Arts created a much reduced travel-

ing version of the show and offered it in March 1853 to these new affiliated
institutions, or “institutions in union.” Eighteen accepted, and a tour schedule
was arranged, beginning in September, that spanned the nation from Ventnor
in the Isle of Wight to Aberdeen in the north of Scotland.'® It was an ambi-
tious plan and not without logistical problems; nevertheless it brought
eighty-three prints by twenty-four practitioners to an audience largely inno-
cent of the appeal of photography. In addition to photographs of the displays
and objects shown at the Great Exhibition, taken by Hugh Owen and Claude-
Marie Ferrier, there were pictures by Cundall, Delamotte, Le Gray, Paul
Pretsch, Ross & Thomson (James Ross and John Thomson), William Henry
Fox Talbot, and Fenton, who contributed ten images from his series of
English and Russian studies made during 1852.

Despite frequent damage done to glass and frames by a railway system
better adapted to moving coal than photographs, the society decided to send
works traveling the following year as well, this time creating two sets of
prints for parallel exhibitions and increasing the number of photographs to
121 and 129, respectively. Fenton more than doubled the number of prints he
submitted, to twenty-four in each set. With his photographs constituting
about 20 percent of the total number of works on display, he had far greater
prominence than any other contributor.'” These three touring exhibitions
not only legitimized photography’s artistic potential in the eyes of the nation
but also placed Fenton’s work before the widest possible audience and were a
key factor in establishing his early reputation.

Another strand of Fenton’s career in photography dates from late 1852,
when the prominent London publisher David Bogue issued the first two parts
of The Photographic Album, each part illustrated with four photographic
prints. Six of the total were by Fenton and two by Delamotte. The principal
subject matter was Cheltenham, a Georgian spa town in the Cotswolds whose
fortunes had been revived by the arrival of the Great Western Railway, pro-
viding connections to London. Bogue, Delamotte, and Fenton very likely
thought that Cheltenham’s quiet fashionability would be sufficient to
ensure good sales of the publication. Sadly, their hopes were dashed by the
appearance of Maxime Du Camp’s Egypt, Nubia, Palestine and Syria, which
had just become available in London through the efforts of the entrepre-
neurial publisher and picture dealer Ernest Gambart. It was inevitable

that this work, one of the most important photographic publications of
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the mid-nineteenth century, would by its sheer size, grandeur, and ambition
completely eclipse the album of the two newcomers.”” Nevertheless, The
Photographic Album demonstrates the scale of Fenton’s ambitions for his photo-
graphs, albeit within the circumscribed market traditionally reserved for
artists and engravers.

Early in 1853, Fenton’s colleagues Cundall and Delamotte established the
Photographic Institution in New Bond Street, London, one of the first busi-
nesses dedicated exclusively to promoting the medium. It soon became a
lively center of photographic practice in which Cundall took charge of publi-
cations and Delamotte offered a whole range of photographic services,
including calotype portraiture and architectural studies commissioned by
members of the nobility, gentry, and clergy.®’ An essential feature of their
activities, and one that drew widespread critical attention, was mounting
regular exhibitions of photographs by “the best English and Continental
Artists,” drawn together by Delamotte.”* Their imperative, unlike that
underlying earlier exhibitions, was to bring photography into the commer-
cial print market by appealing to collectors and connoisseurs.”> When their
first show opened on April 28, 1853, there were 250 framed photographs and
three portfolios on display at prices ranging from three shillings to two
guineas per print.”* Fenton was well represented, with forty-eight works
offered for sale at prices ranging from three shillings each (the British stud-
ies) to twelve shillings (the Monastery at Kiev). All the other Russian studies
were priced at seven shillings and sixpence each. We have little idea why
one print was priced at three shillings and another at four times that
amount. Fenton’s prices were modest in comparison with those of other
photographers represented, perhaps indicating the value he placed on his
own work at the time and where he saw himself within the wider field of
photographic enterprise.*’

These, briefly, are the context and history of Fenton’s first years with
photography. As it turned out, his timing was perfect; had he arrived on
the photographic scene five years earlier or later, his influence would have
been negligible. For this new field, the years 1852—53 proved critical to
the way the medium advanced both artistically and technically. In 1851,
photography had been poised for change; it needed only the impulse of the
Great Exhibition to give it momentum and individuals like Fenton and his

colleagues to carry it forward.
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Fenton had the advantage of coming from a family in which self-improvement
and private enterprise were highly valued. It also helped that he and his
audience belonged to the same social stratum: a loosely defined body of
individuals set apart by their education and financial independence.*® By
and large they were not members of the aristocracy or even the gentry but
rather of a new class, that of professional gentlemen. Forward-thinking,
they were comfortable with modernity and the benefits of scientific
advances, especially when yoked to capitalism. Paradoxically, the same
individuals revered and took comfort in traditional values and ways, view-
ing the past through a romantic haze of Neo-Gothic design, historical
painting, and literature. They possessed both leisure time and the means to
occupy it. They visited exhibitions and read the reviews. They burrowed
deep into the British countryside, drawn to picturesque spots rich with
literary and historical associations, and journeyed abroad following an
itinerary that still carried resonances of the Grand Tour. These were the
individuals who established the Photographic Society in 1853, made up its
membership, and became the audience for Fenton’s photographs—as he
knew full well.

Knowing your public is one thing, reaching them another matter entirely.
For a conventional artist or a member of the new generation of artist-
photographers such as Fenton, the issue remained the same: how does an
audience get to know, understand, and appreciate one’s work in the most
effective way? Then as now, self-promotion through the media provided the
answer, and in the 1850s, newspapers and periodicals were the media that
reigned supreme. In addition to daily newspapers, a staple in many house-
holds, the mid-Victorian period witnessed a most extraordinary growth in
weekly, monthly, and quarterly periodicals serving the diverse tastes and
inclinations of the articulate classes.”” Many were aimed at special-interest
groups ranging from antiquarians and architects to Zionists and zoologists.
Photographers were increasingly well served; by 1860 there were four com-
peting publications, although their circulation figures probably remained
low, and their reviews and opinions barely touched the wider public.*® It was
the newspapers and periodicals with high circulation figures and widespread
distribution throughout Britain, particularly the Athenaeum, Art-Journal,
Literary Gazette, and Illustrated London News, that wielded great influence

through their comprehensive coverage of literature, music, fine arts, and



photography. Detailed and scholarly (but unattributed) reviews were fre-
quently written by leading authorities who endeavored to make difficult and
complex subjects more understandable. Within the exhibition system these
periodicals played an important role well beyond the announcement of forth-
coming events. Their critics passed judgment, praised individual merit or
dismissed it, offered opinions and influenced public taste; they had the power
to shape or destroy a reputation. The Illustrated London News frequently pub-
lished wood engraving illustrations of works of art under review—a novel
approach that undoubtedly contributed to the popular success of the news-
paper, which boasted a weekly circulation of 123,000.%

Between February 1852, the date of his earliest known photographs, and
January 1854, when the Photographic Society held its first annual exhibi-
tion, Fenton achieved a significant number of objectives that advanced his
photographic career. The first was his involvement in the founding and man-
agement of the Photographic Society. This brought opportunities for new
friendships and alliances, some of which, like those with Cundall and
Delamotte, became relationships of mutual advantage. The Photographic
Society was widely regarded as the parent society for photography, and as its
honorary secretary Fenton occupied a pivotal position in the profession
throughout Britain. Undoubtedly he was in correspondence with fellow pho-
tographers, knew when new photographic societies were being formed, and
was involved with the leading photographic issues of the day. His close asso-
ciation with the Society of Arts gave him opportunities to exhibit his work
both in London and throughout Britain, and of these he took full advantage,
while the contributions of fellow photographers were relatively few in num-
ber. Determined not to remain an enthusiastic amateur, Fenton from the outset
had commercial ambitions for his work. In the space of two years he seem-
ingly did everything possible to position himself favorably. At the opening of
the first annual exhibition of the Photographic Society in January 1854 he
showed no fewer than seventy-three prints. The exhibition was widely
reviewed in both the photographic and the national press, and, more impor-
tantly for his future status, Fenton, along with Sir Charles Eastlake, was chosen
by his colleagues to conduct a tour of the exhibition for Queen Victoria, Prince
Albert, and the royal party. This was a defining moment, elevating him to a
position that distinguished him from other photographers and shaped the

direction of his career (see “Mr. Fenton Explained Everything” in this volume).

For the next eight years, until his retirement in 1862, Fenton used photo-
graphic exhibitions as the principal means of promoting his work. He con-
tributed, broadly speaking, to three very different types of exhibition: annual
exhibitions of photographic societies in Britain, Belgium, and Holland; the
international exhibitions held in 1855, 1857, and 1862 in Paris, Manchester,
and London respectively; and his own “Exhibition of the Photographic
Pictures Taken in the Crimea,” which was seen in eight venues during 1855
and 1856.°° While these exhibitions served very different audiences, both
geographically and culturally, all acted to showcase Fenton’s latest work
and—implicitly with the photographic societies, explicitly with the Crimean
photographs—to promote the sale of prints.”’ Fenton made greatest use of
the annual exhibitions of photographic societies, whose numbers were rap-
idly increasing; some thirty-five were established during the 1850s.%2 An
annual exhibition was central to their activities, and in most cases they
followed the example of the Photographic Society in London, adopting a
system of open submission so that photographers were encouraged to sub-
mit work outside their immediate region. The general principle of inter-
change was here being applied in an artistic context.

Since the exhibition season usually fell in the winter, it provided an
opportunity for photographers to show work taken in the previous spring
and summer months, when the light was at its most expressive. For Fenton
this cycle of photographing and exhibiting dictated the pattern of his work-
ing year: the photographs made during his tour of Yorkshire in the summer
of 1854 he exhibited in January 1855, those taken of Scotland in 1856 were
shown in 1857, and those taken in North Wales during the summer or fall
of 1857 were exhibited in January 1858.°> With mid-nineteenth-century
London the cultural and economic focal point around which the rest of
Britain revolved, he understandably chose the annual exhibitions of the
Photographic Society to foreground his latest work, but his photographs
were also exhibited in Birmingham, Nottingham, Macclesfield, and Manchester
in central England; Norwich in the east; and Edinburgh, Glasgow, and
Dundee in Scotland. While it was generally Fenton who submitted his own
works, occasionally local printsellers used the annual exhibitions as showcases
in which to promote their latest stock. For example, Colin Sinclair, a stationer
who sold photographs from his premises at 69 George Street, Edinburgh, sub-

mitted a number of prints to exhibitions in Edinburgh and Glasgow in 1858
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and 1859 respectively, among them Fenton’s celebrated genre study Pasha
and Bayadeére, which was thus exhibited in Edinburgh before being shown in
London (pl. 62).°* As long as the work was new to the market it mattered
little to Fenton who entered it, whether he himself, a printseller, or a local
collector anxious to demonstrate his good taste. Although all this exhibiting
proved an effective and cheap form of publicity, it established a cycle of work
that must have been extraordinarily demanding and by its very nature
almost impossible to sustain. Fashion, public whim, and changing circum-
stance would see to that.

One reason Fenton’s name became so well known throughout Britain and
Europe was that critical responses to his work appeared across the whole
spectrum of the press, from daily and weekly newspapers to specialized pho-
tographic periodicals. It was not unusual for an exhibition to be more widely
reviewed than we would expect even in today’s media-oriented world. For
example, when Pasha and Bayadére was shown at the 1858 annual exhibition
of the Photographic Society of Scotland, it attracted reviews from nine local
newspapers; the fullest coverage was in the Scottish Da:ily Express, which
published three separate notices.”> A survey of the exhibition reviews proves
invaluable for understanding the critical influences that helped shape and

direct Fenton’s work year by year. Some samplings follow.

They have all the appearance of being mildewed, or seen through a mist, or
as if half obliterated by a sponge.

36

—Review of The Photographic Album, in Athenaeum, November 1852

It is quite evident that when the pictures were taken, the photographic artist
consulted his convenience, and aimed only at making the best of the bad
subjects which the neighbourhood of Cheltenham afforded.

—Review of The Photographic Album, in Art-Journal, December 1852°7
The productions, which are numerous, by Mr. R. Fenton . . . are of a most
interesting character . . . he will excuse us from suggesting that he would do

well in future to avoid subjects involving very high lights,—particularly
many points of light—and very deep shadows.

—Review of the photographic exhibition at the Society of Arts,
Art-Journal, February 1853
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The editor of the Art-Journal, Samuel Carter Hall, had worked with Fenton
on the management committee of the North London School of Drawing
and Modelling in 1850 and was also a fellow of the Society of Arts.*® Indeed,
they may even have been friends, but any familiarity made not the slightest
difference and, true to form, Hall expressed his opinion bluntly and directly.*
Rather than being oppressed by this criticism, Fenton learned from it and took
care never again to issue technically inferior or poorly composed photographs.

Further examples:

In these little pictures the gradation of tone is as perfect as in any sun pictures
which we have seen, and the gradual falling off of the outlines of the objects
as they are respectively more and more distant from the eye, yet still retaining
their distinctness, is beautifully artistic and at the same time natural. The

productions of Mr. Fenton are more varied than those of any other exhibitor.

—Review of the First Annual Exhibition of the Photographic
Society, Art-Journal, February 1854*'

The specimen we have engraved (“Valley of the Wharfe”) illustrates the chief
Jeatures of the exhibition. . . . There is a soft and mellow tone about this picture
of Mr. Fenton’s, and a richness of atmosphertc colour, which has never been sur-
passed, if equalled, by the previous attempts of any photographer [fig. 657.

—Review of the Second Annual Exhibition of the Photographic
Society, Illustrated London News, February 1855

M. Fenton is one of the most brilliant examples of the close union of the
artist and the practical photographer.

—Review of the Exposition Universelle, Paris, Bulletin de la
Société Frangaise de Photographie, December 1855

These three slightly later reviews display a radically changed response to
Fenton’s work. He was now hailed for ideally combining artistic sensitivity
with the technical competence necessary to produce photographs that are

» <«

“perfect,” “soft and mellow,” and in tune with the public sensibility. Clearly his
new ally was the Illustrated London News, in which a half-page wood engrav-
ing of Valley of the Wharfe was published alongside a lengthy review. Both

tone and content suggest that Fenton had been “taken up” by the newspaper.



Fig. 65. Valley of the Wharfe, after a photograph by Roger Fenton. Wood engraving,
17.8 x 28.1 cm (6 '%s X 96 in.). From Illustrated London News, February 17, 1855, p. 165

It was reported in the review that he was on his way to the Crimea, and the
unnamed authors noted how much they were looking forward to seeing “the
results of his labours in the East”; on his return these photographs became a
prominent feature of the paper’s reportage of the war.**

The French review was prompted by Fenton’s submission to the 1855
Paris Exposition Universelle, where he won a first class medal (silver) for the
excellence of his photographs, and probably also reflects France’s apprecia-

tion of Fenton’s recent photographic activities in the Crimea.*’

It would be needless to eulogize the extraordinary breadth and detail of these
“children of light,” and it would be impertinent to praise the art with which
momentary expressions, a smile or a glance, are fixed, to be now perpetuated
in a work that may be read and obtain an almost European ctrculation. . . .
Men will fall before the battle scythe of war, but not before this infallible
sketcher has caught their lineaments and grven them an anonymous immor-

tality. . . . As photographists grow stronger in nerve and cooler of head, we

shall have not merely the bivouac and the foraging party, but the battle itself
painted; and while the fate of nations is in the balance we shall hear of the
chemist measuring out his acids and rubbing his glasses to a polish.

46

—“Photographs from the Crimea,” Athenaeum, September 1855

We were much surprised to find a collection embracing subjects to which the
artist could not have had access without influential introductions— but so it
was—the artist was, we believe, recommended by H.R.H. Prince Albert to

the notice of officers in high command.

—“Photographs from Sebastopol,” Art-Journal, October 1855

Here we see reviewers struggling to find an appropriate definition of
Fenton's role in the Crimea. The references to him as an “artist” and to the
“battle itself painted” locate him in the company of war artists such as
William Simpson, whose “Authentic Sketches” of the Crimea were also
showing in London.*® What distinguished Fenton from Simpson was the
reality of his photographs; his “children of light,” with their clear and
unequivocal gaze, offered a new kind of witness to the conduct of war.
It is not only the scope of photography that is being redefined here, but also
Fenton’s role as a photographer; he is transposed from the tranquillity
of the British landscape to the dangers of working under “fire from the
Russian batteries.”** He has become the heroic photographer with some-
thing to communicate. The prescient reviewer for the Athenaeum under-
stood the significance of Fenton’s role in the Crimea and accurately
predicted the way photography would evolve several decades later into a
powerful and influential tool of reportage. At a number of levels, Fenton’s
photographic expedition to the Crimea was of central importance for his
career, perpetually linking his name to the event in the popular imagination
during the Victorian period and, subsequently, identifying him as the first
war photographer (pls. 14—21).

If Fenton hoped that sales of the Crimean photographs would create a
regular income, his expectations were never realized. A joint publishing ven-
ture with Thomas Agnew of Manchester proved a commercial failure, and
the negatives and remaining stock of prints were sold off in December 1856.
As one venture was fading, Fenton launched himself upon another—perhaps

reflexively, in the manner of his mercantile ancestors. During the spring of
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1856 he became involved with the photographer Paul Pretsch and the Patent
Photo-Galvanographic Company he had established in North London.”® The
photogalvanographic process was in essence a photomechanical halftone
printing process capable of reproducing photographs in printer’s ink. The
ability to print photomechanically had been a central ambition for photogra-
phy from its very conception and appealed to the Victorians for its combina-
tion of visual accuracy with mechanical utility. The process clearly interested
Fenton, who likely saw it as the next logical step for photography, and by
late 1856 he had been named a partner and photographer for the company.®*
He must have been delighted when the first part of a portfolio called Photo-
graphic Art Treasures, with four studies by him, appeared on what was hailed
as “a memorable day in the history of Graphic Art” (fig. 66).”* Sadly, though,
the project was encumbered from the outset, and by May 1857 the company
was reported to have suffered losses of about 4,000 pounds, with the profit
from sales amounting to only 120 pounds.”® If Fenton had a personal stake in
the company, losses of this scale must have come as a hard blow; in 1857,
4,000 pounds was a considerable sum.

At about the same time the Patent Photo-Galvanographic Company
was being established, Fenton became involved in another photographic
business venture, one that raises questions about his ethics as an artist and
photographer. In May 1856 the Photographic Association was announced as
a provisionally registered company seeking to raise ten thousand pounds of
capital through the sale of shares at ten pounds each.’* Its prospectus reveals
that although the company shared many aims and objectives with the
Photographic Society, it was nevertheless a commercial enterprise that
expected to return a 10 percent dividend to shareholders, all of whom would
become members of the Photographic Association.”® This was a new type of
photographic society, adequately capitalized and with shareholders as mem-
bers, and in these respects the antithesis of the Photographic Society. With
ten thousand pounds capital the association could pay the bill for premises,
darkrooms, a studio, a laboratory, a library, and full-time staff to run the
business—the management of which was destined to lie in the capable hands
of Delamotte, Fenton, Thomas Minchin Goodeve, Thomas Frederick
Hardwich, William Lake Price, Lewis Pocock, and Charles Blacker Vignoles.
With the exception of Pocock, who belonged to the Art Union of London, all

were members of the Photographic Society.
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NEW ERA IN ART.

“STAMPED IN NATURE’S MOULD.”
Now publishing,

HOTOGRAPHIC ART-TREASURES,

(Nature and Art Illustrated by Art and Nature.) A MIS—
CELLANEOUS SELECTION of SUBJECTS engraved by the
Photo-Galvano Company’s Patent Process from Choice Photogra-
phic and other by the most Eminent Artistsand Pho-
tographers. Parts L and IL now ready. Choice Proofs, 10s. 6d.;
Proofs, 7s. 6d.; Prints, 5s. the Part, four Plates in each.

Confents.
Part I. York Minster. By R. Fenton. -
.. Cedars, Monmeoeuthshire. By er Fenton.
.. Raglan Castle, the Porch. By R. Fenton.
Raglan e, the Watergate. By R. Fenton.
Part I1. Don Q,mxote in his Study. By Lake Price.
.. Crimean Braves. By R. Howlett.
i Lymno Devon. By Lebbens Colls.
Hampton Court, on Thames. ByB. Fenton.
Pnrtm.wﬂleonhm— o Walk To- After Mrs. Anderson,
.. Beehi Burnham Beeches. R. Fenton.
.» Tired Out—Bedtime. R. Fenton.
Eivaulx Abbey. R. Fenton.
By ‘thisnew and benutuful Art of Engrann the Liability to fade
and the uncertainty of colour, so objectionable in Ph 8, is
om while the detail and touch of Nature is faith:

P
London: Patent Photo-Galvanographic Company, Holloway.
Herr Pretsch, Inventor.—Roger Fenton, Photo:lg toyt.he Co?npa.zly.'
MAll Communications to be addressed to the Company’s General
anager,

Fig. 66. “Photographic Art Treasures,” advertisement. From Athenaeum, February 14,
1857, p. 198

Little wonder the Photographic Society felt threatened. It had neither
the funds nor the facilities to compete with such an attractive scheme. To
members it was unthinkable that Fenton, who had worked so hard to fos-
ter the society, should now pose such a direct threat to its future welfare.
Perhaps Fenton believed that the two schemes could peacefully coexist;
but whatever his motives, he and his colleagues were soon brought to
account at a meeting of the Photographic Society on May 1, 1856.°° Not
surprisingly, the tone of the meeting was hostile, with calls for those
involved with the Photographic Association to resign from the presti-
gious Council of the Photographic Society. Everything rested upon a reg-
ulation stating that a photographer “trading in photography” would not
be eligible for the Council.”” It was the view of those assembled that under
the terms of their association Fenton and his colleagues would be “trad-

ing” and must therefore retire. Embedded in this position was an issue far



more serious and far-reaching than the immediate problem posed by the
Photographic Association.

From the beginning the notion had been generally accepted that trained
artists such as Delamotte, Fenton, and Lake Price practiced on a higher level
than those “trading in photography.” Although they sold their works, their
manner of operation and the social class to which they appealed categorized
them as above trade. Increasingly, though, these distinctions were being
called into question, as a growing number of photographers, especially por-
trait photographers, began to join the ranks of the Photographic Society. It
seemed unreasonable that photographers of this type be excluded from the
Council because of their “trade,” when others who also sold their work were
admitted on the basis of the implicit understanding that they belonged to a
higher stratum of society.”® But despite the logic of fairness, the Council rul-
ing enshrined a fundamental aversion of many members of the Photographic
Society to the very notion of trade. To them trade represented everything they
were not. They were gentlemen, professional gentlemen at that, involved in
photography as a vocation. It mattered little whether they actually sold pho-
tographs; their income came from elsewhere. They had the leisure time,
education, and social background to set them fundamentally apart from those
in trade. In mid-Victorian society, the social hierarchy was clearly defined
and rigidly observed. With the benefit of hindsight, however, we can see that
the decade of the 1850s introduced a period of social change that would
allow far greater mobility between the classes than ever before. In part this
was due to the growing importance of a whole new category of profession-
als, such as engineers, surveyors, and physicians, whose place in society
began to be properly acknowledged. Many photographers too—especially
those with fashionable portrait studios or successful topographic publishing
enterprises—resented being classified as mere tradesmen and wanted more
than anything to be regarded as professionals.

The double standard that allowed Fenton and others to sell photographs
openly while remaining eligible for the Council was an issue that had to be
resolved if the equilibrium of the Photographic Society was to be restored.
But rather than amend the rules to give more open access, justice was seen to
be done by having Fenton and four of his colleagues resign their positions on
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the Council.” As it happened, the Photographic Association apparently did

not progress beyond provisional registration, since it was never heard of

again; and the status of “tradesmen” photographers within the Photographic
Society was never properly resolved, leaving the way open for further ten-
sion in the future.

The immediate impact on Fenton of this brief episode was minimal.
Although his good name and reputation may have been bruised, he emerged
relatively unscathed and was reelected to the Council the following year.®
Nevertheless, he must have been aware that the status quo within the
Photographic Society had been challenged by photography’s capacity to
evolve and adapt to the pressures of an increasingly commercial world. No
longer was photography the province of the upper classes; by the mid-1850s
it had become a retail commodity and was on the way to being a major
economic and cultural force. If there was a lesson to be learned from this
incident, it was that Fenton too had to evolve and adapt to changing circum-
stances in order to survive artistically and professionally, and in just this
sense 1856 proved to be a pivotal moment in his photographic career.

On one level Fenton continued much as before, photographing and
exhibiting with his usual enthusiasm and regularity. In September 1856, as if
to put London and the affair of the Photographic Association as far behind
him as possible, he traveled to the very north of Scotland, to Deeside and the
estates of the royal family at Balmoral (pls. 28—30). The following year it was
North Wales (1857). Thereafter his trips gradually became more circum-
scribed; they were visits to cathedrals, stately homes (1857—58), and places
perhaps familiar to him in Derbyshire, Lancashire, Yorkshire, and the Lake
District (1859—60). Although Fenton’s output each year was not large, he
made certain that the photographs he produced were widely distributed
throughout the network of available exhibitions. His most prolific season of all
was in 1859, when his work was seen in eight cities and towns across Britain,
from London to the far north of Scotland, and a further eleven prints were
included in the annual exhibition of the Société Francaise de Photographie in
Paris.®' This significant range of shows gave Fenton a wider geographic expo-
sure than any other photographer at the time; it was an achievement that he
never repeated.

By any measure Fenton’s photographs from this period are among his
finest, and not surprisingly they elicited flattering reviews, strewn with such
phrases as “Mr. Fenton’s pictures may be identified anywhere,”* and “no one

can touch Fenton in landscape: he seems to be to photography what Turner
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was to painting—our greatest landscape photographer.”® It was generally
acknowledged that with each new season’s work “Mr. Roger Fenton keeps
ahead of his contemporaries.”** What distinguished Fenton from most other
photographers was not just skillful composition and superlative technique
but an appreciation of light and the ability to capture its most expressive
moments on collodion. Although light is of course essential to photography,
very few photographers of this era appreciated its value beyond the taken-
for-granted role it played in making an exposure. Many of the new genera-
tion of photographers had not trained as artists but rather had come to
photography through other avenues; moreover, the commercial pressures
under which they often worked meant they were unlikely to sit around wait-
ing for the weather to clear. Fenton was either extraordinarily fortunate with
the weather or extremely patient, or most likely a combination of both.
Repeatedly it is the pattern of light within the overall composition that holds
our attention, and critics frequently remarked upon his appreciation of light.
One response in 1858, to a study of Tintern Abbey, typifies them all and
reveals why Fenton’s work was held in such high regard: “The play of light
through the beautiful windows of the abbey ruin shows that the artist has
watched, with all an artist’s care, the ever-changing effects produced by the
movement of the shadows, and seized upon that moment when the blending
of light and shade developed that peculiar beauty which ‘subdues, yet ele-
vates, the gazer’s soul.””®® That Fenton’s photographs might be spiritually
uplifting may surprise us today, but to a Victorian audience, weighed down
with religious anxiety and burdened by social ills, the desire to seek consola-
tion and reassurance in a photograph was quite normal. These viewers
observed divine truth everywhere, in the smallest feather or the sublime
grandeur of a thundercloud. Perhaps the real key to Fenton’s appeal is the
comfort his photographs provided, fulfilling a very real need in a troubled
and apprehensive society.

Sadly, no statistics have survived to tell us what kind of client patronized
photographic exhibitions or bought photographs. The social background
and class of viewers can only be guessed at and cautiously extrapolated from
print prices. We know from exhibition catalogues, for example, that in 1859
Fenton charged from seven shillings and sixpence to ten shillings and six-
pence for his prints, making his work relatively expensive. His audience was

most likely drawn from the Upper Ten Thousand, who, with the aristocracy,
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were the only ones with sufficient disposable income to afford such prices.
We can be reasonably certain that Fenton never directly advertised in news-
papers or periodicals to sell his photographs, since that would have irrevocably
classified him as a tradesman; instead he placed his work with publishers and
printsellers who acted as intermediaries on his behalf. As a result there is
virtually no trace of his commercial activity other than the records of exhibi-
tions to which printsellers submitted Fenton’s work as a means of promot-
ing their business.*

The first indication that Fenton’s attitude had changed (or adapted to cir-
cumstance) came in 1858 with an advertisement in the national press by
Thomas Gladwell, a London printseller, offering the photographer’s “Series
of 100 exquisite Views of Dove-Dale, the Cheddar Cliffs, Haddon Hall,
Hardwick Hall, Chatsworth and surrounding scenery; Lichfield, Gloucester,
Wells, and Salisbury Cathedrals, Malvern Priory; Tintern, Tewkesbury,
and Glastonbury Abbeys” as well as prints from Fenton’s series “Public
Buildings and Parks of London” (fig. 67).°” The tone and style of the adver-
tisement reveal that Gladwell belonged not to the well-established coterie of
London fine-art dealers and printsellers but rather to a different group
entirely, of importers, publishers, wholesalers, and retailers of British and
foreign photographic views.®® A keenly motivated businessman, he was one
of the new photographic entrepreneurs and manufacturers who moved into
the photographic market just as soon as its wider commercial potential was
recognized. Though we cannot be certain, it seems likely that Gladwell was
Fenton’s sole London agent and acted as a wholesaler of his prints, supply-
ing the burgeoning photographic print trade elsewhere in Britain.*” The ris-
ing tide of tourists that had begun to spread out across Britain, traveling by
rail and coach to the remotest corners, very likely created a demand for
Fenton’s views at every spot he had photographed. His name was so widely
known and well regarded that all he needed was to place his work with an
agent who would take care of orders and distribution, and that is the serv-
ice Gladwell offered, promising to send “a single Specimen, or any number
of Photographs, securely packed and forwarded to any part of Great
Britain” for one shilling.” Here we see the process of commercialization at
worlk, the very thing that had caused so much hostility at the Photographic
Society just two years earlier. If Fenton’s engagement with Gladwell was

meant to keep him at arm’s length from the more commercial aspects of
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Fig. 67. “Photographs,” T. H. Gladwell advertisement. From Athenaeum, November 27,
1858, p. 694

trade, it was probably successful, but undoubtedly he was sailing very close
to the margins of acceptability.

The key issue that had surfaced in the acrimonious debate over the
Photographic Association—whether the Photographic Society existed to
serve the interests of amateur photographers or should transform itself to
accommodate the needs of professional photographers—had never been
properly resolved. By 1858 there were two quite distinct factions within the
society. On one side were the old-school amateur photographers happy to
explore with their cameras the visual syntax of the countryside; on the other

lay the professional portrait photographers, whose technically superb results

were, however, little more than merchandise. Ideologically, aesthetically, and
perhaps even socially the two were poles apart, and in truth, their interests
could never be reconciled. The annual exhibitions of the society became a
battleground in which both sides competed for dominance, but as there was
no limit to the number of photographs a member could submit, the portrait
photographers were able to overwhelm the exhibitions with their prints.
The exhibition of 1858 was dominated, one reviewer commented, by “profes-
sional [rather’] than amateur photographers,””" and it was asked whether the
Photographic Society had remained true to its original purpose of “cultivat-
ing and promoting ‘the Art and Science of Photography.””"

In 1859, with the matter still unresolved, the annual exhibition prompted

this critical response:

We have heard the exhibition of the Royal Academy quoted as an excuse for
the exhibition of the Photographic Society. There is no parallel between them.
The efforts of mind displayed in the production of a picture have nothing in
common with the mechanical process of obtaining a photograph. . . . The
trading character is, too, most offensively obtruded in the catalogue. . . . Our
remarks are dictated by the most friendly feeling; we admire photography, and
we desire to see the Photographic Society taking and maintaining its proper
place amidst the socteties established for the advancement of Science and Art
in this country. It has allowed itself to be overridden by the commercial ele-
ment; and unless, ere yet 1t be too late, the counctl resolves to return to and

maintain a far more independent position, the fate of the Society is sealed.”

Throughout this uncomfortable period of transition, Fenton continued to
photograph and exhibit as if nothing had changed. His rather ambiguous
status, hovering between artist, amateur, and professional photographer, was
never called into question, and each new season’s work won critical tributes.
But it must have been abundantly clear even to him that the golden days of
the Photographic Society were now drawing to a close as photography
entered its next, more commercial phase of development. When photo-
graphic exhibitions became little more than shop windows for commercial
photography, there were no longer any meaningful contexts in which Fenton
could operate. Everything that he had achieved during the decade of the
1850s was done against the wider background of the Photographic Society
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and the ideals that inspired it. Once it became clear that the society had lost
its sense of purpose and succumbed to the workings of capitalism, Fenton'’s
decision to abandon photography seemed inevitable. When he submitted a
group of prints to the 1862 International Exhibition held in London, the
decision, one senses, had already been made. In fourteen prints he encapsu-
lated almost his complete repertoire, choosing examples of his work at the

British Museum, views of architecture, landscapes, still lifes, and Orientalist
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studies. The jury conferred on him its highest award, a Prize Medal, com-
mending the “great excellence in fruit and flower pieces, and good general
photography.””* Three months later Fenton announced his complete retire-
ment and sold his entire stock of negatives, cameras, and equipment in order
to “deprive himself of all that might be a temptation . . . to revert to past
occupations.”75 After a decade of unparalleled success, the end was swift,

absolute, and irrevocable.



“Ihe Exertions of Mr. Fenton”:
Roger Fenton and the Founding of the Photographic Society

PAM ROBERTS

“\hroughout his career, Roger Fenton was a man who got things

done. He was indisputably the driving force that brought the

Photographic Society into existence in January 1853 and set its

principles and agendas.'

There is no extant proof that Fenton showed any interest in photography
until about the time of the Great Exhibition of the Works of Industry of All
Nations held at the Crystal Palace in Hyde Park, London, from May to
October 1851.° The next year Fenton threw all his undoubted energy,
artistry, enthusiasm, diplomacy, and organizational and communicative skills
not only into learning the complex processes of photography but also into
setting up a formal learned “society that shall be as advantageous for the art
as is the Geographical Society to the advancement of knowledge in its
department.”® The objective of the new Photographic Society was “the pro-
motion of the Art and Science of Photography, by the interchange of thought
and experience among Photographers.”*

Fenton’s involvement with the Photographic Society extended from
1852 to 1862, almost as long as his involvement with photography itself.
In addition to being its principal founder, he was honorary secretary (that
is, unpaid chief administrator) for three years, vice president for three
years, and organizer of the annual exhibitions. He served more or less con-
tinually on the society’s Council and on a variety of committees and judg-
ing panels, both within the society and as its external representative.
During those same years he was building a dazzling career in photography,
working for the British Museum, traveling and exhibiting widely, intermit-

tently practicing law, and raising a family.

From 1843 to 1847, Fenton had lived principally in Paris, where he studied
painting. Once back in London he moved into an area that was something of
an artistic coterie. With a group of other artists, Fenton founded (1850) and
served on the management committee of the very successful North London
School of Drawing and Modelling, an organization set up with Prince Albert
as patron. Its purpose was to improve industrial design by offering evening
classes to workingmen in such subjects as drawing, modeling, carving, and
cabinetmaking. From this participation Fenton derived not only organiza-
tional experience but doubtless also an appreciation of the exceptional advan-
tages that flowed from Prince Albert’s energetic patronage.

When Fenton underwent his sudden conversion to photography, inspired
by the photographs he saw at the Great Exhibition, it was largely the French
material—works by Hippolyte Bayard, Louis-Désiré Blanquart-Evrard,
Comte Frédéric Flacheron, Gustave Le Gray, Henri Le Secq, and Frédéric
Martens—that caught his eye and galvanized him into action. In January
1851 these same photographers had been instrumental in establishing the
Société Héliographique, the world’s first photographic society, and in
October 1851, Fenton went to Paris to visit it.

Britain did have an informal organization, the Photographic Club (also
known as the Calotype Club). Its existence was first reported in the pages of
the Athenaeum in December 1847, “a dozen gentlemen amateurs associated
together for the purpose of pursuing their experiments in this arz-science,”
although the club may have been meeting unreported prior to this date. It
was roughly modeled on the more formal Graphic Society in London,

whose members, mostly painters, engravers, and architects,’ had since 1839



occasionally viewed photographs at their monthly meetings, and which
sponsored an exhibition of calotypes in 1847.”

Known members of the Photographic Club included Richard Ansdell,
James Archer, Joseph Cundall, Peter Wickens Fry (a lawyer like Fenton),
John Rogers Herbert, Robert Hunt, Edward Kater, James Payne Knight, Sir
William Newton (the latter two also members of the Graphic Society), Hugh
Owen, and Sir Thomas Maryon Wilson.? They exchanged correspondence,
experiments, advice, and prints, and those who were in town met a couple of
times a month at one another’s homes. Present at some of the early 1850s
meetings, although not mentioned in press reports, was the sculptor and
inventor of the wet collodion process, Frederick Scott Archer, who demon-
strated his process to a club meeting in 1850.° Archer “first explained the
process to his friends on the 21st of September 1850, at which time he was as
well acquainted with its valuable properties as he was at the time he pub-
lished it in March 1851, in “The Chemist.””' The “friends” were most likely
members of the Photographic Club. Archer is known to have attended at
least one meeting of the club in 1851 at Fry’s home, where he exhibited a
collodion image on glass, whitened by mercury bichloride and mounted over
black velvet, showing the entrance to Beddington Park."’

While the new process seemed to open exciting possibilities for photo-
graphic expansion, and members of the Photographic Club were eager to
transform their organization into a formal society along the lines of the
Société Héliographique, the situation in Britain was far less favorable than
that in France. William Henry Fox Talbot, the inventor of the paper nega-
tive (or calotype), had placed patent restrictions on the use of his method. He
had subsequently relaxed the restrictions to charge no fees for genuine ama-
teur or scientific use, but if a photographer sold his work he was subject to
all the restrictions. Now Talbot intended to expand his patent specifications
to include Archer’s collodion process. These measures had a seriously
inhibiting effect on the growth of photography in general and on the estab-
lishment of a more formalized photographic society (which might have some
commercial activity, at least indirectly) in particular.'® Fenton later described
the situation: “It was now obvious that at this time the existence of the
patent was the great obstacle, not only to the formation of the society, but to
the improvement of the art itself. Few were willing to expend much time and

labour upon an art, upon the study of which they were told they had no right
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to enter without permission.”'® (While Talbot had registered his patents in
France as well as in Britain, French photographers largely ignored the
patent restrictions, with impunity.)

Discussions with Talbot aimed at persuading him to relax his patent
rights for members of a hoped-for photographic society had been going on
for some time. Just a few weeks before the opening of the Great Exhibition
in May 1851, Robert Hunt, photography critic of the Art-Journal, wrote to
Talbot about “the Photographic Club matter.” Hunt—the keeper of the
Museum of Practical Geology in London, a keen photographic experi-
menter, and, with Fry, the founder of the Photographic Club—had since
1841 been in frequent amicable correspondence with Talbot about matters
photographic, and the two men seemed to respect and trust each other. Hunt
wrote, on March 23, 1851: “I have submitted your letter to some of the more
influential movers in the Photographic Club matter—I have not yet their
reply—On Thursday there is to be a meeting if you have any proposition to
make [ shall be glad to be in possession of it on Thursday morning.”'* The
letter from Talbot to which Hunt alludes has not survived. It may have been
one element in the ongoing discussions over a relaxation of Talbot’s patent
rights on the calotype, so that members of an expanded Photographic Club
would not need to pay a fee. Or it may, possibly, have been a response to an
unsigned and undated draft proposal that seems to have been written soon
after the news of the establishment of the Société Héliographique in Paris in
January 1851. Drafted by a member of the Photographic Club, possibly Fry,
the paper proposes the establishment of a Photographic Society in London
similar to the French society."’

Equally frustratingly, no surviving letters between Talbot and Hunt fill
the gap between May and November 1851. But in a draft of a letter Talbot
wrote to Hunt on November 6 and 7, 1851 (but did not send), Talbot refers
to recent correspondence (no longer extant) and expresses a fair degree of
annoyance with members of the Photographic Club: “With reference to your
observation yesterday respecting a Photographic Club, I would mention that
so long as gentlemen few in number were practising this fascinating art
for their amusement [ had no wish to interfere—I only regretted that so few
of them either sent any courteous acknowledgement to myself or adhered
to their promise of dealing with my Licensees Messeurs Henneman &

Company for their photographic materials.”"®



Into these entrenched discussions and seeming stalemate at the end of
1851 entered Roger Fenton, thirty-two years old, artistic, independently
wealthy, well connected, with time at his disposal, and an enthusiastic con-
vert to photography, having had lessons in Paris from Monsieur Puech and
Vicomte Vigier. Even better, he was possessed of a young legal brain that
might help him find a solution to the patent problem. Impressed by the way
the French had organized the Société Héliographique, he published an article
about it in early 1852 and determined to attempt something similar in
London."” The Société Héliographique was comfortably housed at the home
of its founder, Colonel Benito de Montfort, in the classy center of Paris at 15,
rue de I’Arcade, a short stroll north of the Champs—Elysées and the Madeleine.
The premises held rooms for conducting meetings, lectures, experiments,
and discussions; an office in which the distinguished weekly publication of its
proceedings, La Lumiére, was produced; even a roof garden! The initial forty
members of the soczété, under the presidency of Baron Jean-Baptiste-Louis
Gros, were a starry mix of artists, scientists, writers, photographers, optical
instrument makers, and aristocrats. The likes of Eugéne Delacroix, the physi-
cist Edmond Becquerel, the writer and critic Francis Wey, and the engraver
Augustin-Frang¢ois Lemaitre rubbed shoulders with the photographers
Bayard, Eugéne Durieu, Le Secq, Edouard Baldus, and Le Gray. Fenton must
have been deeply impressed.

A month after his article on the Société Héliographique, Fenton published
his “Proposal for the Formation of a Photographical Society,” which included
an invitation for interested parties to contact him directly. He proposed a
society “of those eminent in the study of natural philosophy, of opticians,
chemists, artists, and practical photographers, professional and amateur. . . .
Such meetings should be periodically held, for the purpose of hearing and
discussing written or verbal communications on the subject of photography,
receiving and verifying claims as to priority of invention, and for the exhibi-
tion and comparison of pictures produced by different applications of photo-
graphic principles.”’® Another, undated version of the proposal, with two
sentences crossed out in ink, shows that Fenton contemplated, but decided
against, including the following passage: “The heaviest expense attendant
upon the plan would be the leasing or construction of convenient premises,
and this expense might be lessened by the letting off the lower part as a

shop for the sale of photographic chemicals, and the upper part to some

person who would form a commercial establishment for the printing of
positives” (fig. 68)."°

On March 5, 1852, probably after reading Fenton’s published proposal
and a subsequent interchange with Talbot—who was unlikely to have been
happy with Fenton’s emphasis on “professional” photographers or the phrase
“receiving and verifying claims as to priority of invention”—Hunt wrote to
Fry, “Mr. Fox Talbot knows nothing whatever of Mr. Fenton or his society
schemes and I don’t fancy Sir David Brewster [the Scottish physicist, a close
friend of Talbot’s’] knows anything of it. I have not the slightest knowledge
of Mr. Fenton but I somewhat doubt from the conversation I had with
him if such a society as he proposes would have, and maintain, the required
respectability."g0 However, Talbot had agreed, Hunt also wrote, that “if a
Photographic Society is formed upon a very respectable basis, he will give a
licence to every member of the Society to practise the Art”—with five condi-
tions, most of which related to the process not being used for commercial
gain.®’ The “respectability” that Talbot repeatedly stressed meant the ama-
teur practice of photography as a gentlemanly pursuit, untainted by trade
and commerce.

It seems that while the Photographic Club had been, through Hunt, very
slowly working toward formalizing its position with Talbot, Fenton had sud-
denly stirred things up with his energetic and dynamic approach. (The fact
that Hunt did not know Fenton indicates that Fenton was not a long-standing
member of the Photographic Club and was still an unknown quantity.) As a
reading of the continuing correspondence between Talbot, Hunt, and others
reveals, Fenton seems to have had the effect of binding the members’ various
opinions into a whole. Hunt's future letters to Talbot became much shorter
and sharper on legalities, perhaps with the help of Fenton the barrister.

On March 19, 1852, Hunt wrote again to Talbot, informing him that “a
great many good names have been received for the Photographic Society—
as yet nothing has been done—There will be a meeting when Mr. Fenton,
who is now in Lancashire, returns to London.”?? Two weeks after the
letter quoted above, Hunt not only knows who Fenton is but seems to be
working with him. Hunt also emphasized that prospective members of a
Photographic Society were wary of joining until the question of Talbot’s
patent rights was finally resolved. In his reply, Talbot agreed to meet a com-

mittee of five gentlemen to discuss his patent rights. “I assure you that I have
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Fig. 68. Roger Fenton, “Proposal for
the Formation of a Photographical
Society,” 1852. Courtesy of Hans P.
Kraus Jr., Inc., New York
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the best wishes for the formation of a prosperous society, but it appears to me
that there is not much reciprocity of feeling on the part of those who would
naturally take a leading part in it” (Talbot’s underlining). On the back of this
letter Hunt listed six men to meet Talbot: Frederic W. Berger, Peter Le Neve
Foster, Fry, Newton, himself, and Roger Fenton.*’

Although the meeting occurred in late March or early April, negotiations
about the waiving of Talbot’s patent were still going badly, and on April 28,
1852, Hunt wrote to Talbot, “So very strong was the expression of feeling
on the subject of the Society under the circumstances I believe we must
abandon for the present any attempt to form a society—into which any con-
siderations of your patent rights shall enter.”®* Nevertheless, Hunt had
approached the Society of Arts about the use of a large room for the new
Photographic Society’s inaugural meeting and a small room for future fort-
nightly meetings, and on April 21, Professor Charles Wheatstone, the physi-
cist and inventor, had agreed to be one of the three vice presidents of the
society, should it be formed—at Talbot’s particular request.*” Talbot per-
haps wanted to have a sympathetic colleague and fellow scientist on the soci-
ety’s Council. (Wheatstone may already have known Fenton as well, since
less than two months later Fenton made pairs of images to be viewed in
Wheatstone’s reflecting stereoscope.”® The next year, Wheatstone recom-
mended Fenton for the job of photographer at the British Museum.)*’
Members of the Organizing, or Provisional, Committee for the proposed
Photographic Society were Berger, Fenton, Fry, Le Neve Foster, Thomas
Minchin Goodeve, Hunt, Newton, Dr. John Percy, and Wheatstone. In a
meeting held at the Society of Arts on June 19, 1852, Fenton was elected
honorary secretary to the Organizing Committee.

Taking the advice given him by his uncle Lord Henry Lansdowne and
by Wheatstone, Talbot engaged in correspondence with Sir Charles Lock
Eastlake—artist, president of the Royal Academy, and soon to be the
Photographic Society’s first president—and William Parsons, 3rd Earl of
Rosse—astronomer, Member of Parliament, and president of the Royal
Society—whom Talbot recognized “as being the acknowledged heads of the
artistic and scientific world.”*® Eventually Talbot was presented with a joint
letter from the two men, in which, using wording that he himself had pro-
posed, they requested that he abandon his patent rights. Unless Talbot made

some alteration in the exercise of his patent rights, wrote Eastlake and Lord

Rosse, British photography might “be left behind by the Nations of the
Continent.” The letter ends, “We beg to make this friendly communication to
you in the full confidence that you will receive it in the same spirit, the
improvement of Art and Science being our common object.”® On July 30,
1852, Talbot agreed to relinquish his patent rights, except on photographic
portraits for sale to the public. (In 1854 he would abandon all patent rights.)
The Eastlake/Rosse letter and Talbot’s response were subsequently pub-
lished in the Times.*

The way was now clear for the formation of the Photographic Society. An
exhibition composed solely of photographs was organized after a letter to
the Society of Arts suggesting such an undertaking from Joseph Cundall, a
publisher as well as a photographer, was read and approved by the society’s
Council on November 17.*' Fenton’s absence for three months while he was
photographing in Moscow and Kiev meant that the preparations were car-
ried out largely by Cundall and Philip Henry Delamotte. The exhibition,
“Recent Specimens of Photography,” opened at the Society of Arts on
December 22, 1852.

At the opening,” Fenton read a paper, “On the Present Position and Future
Prospects of the Art of Photography.” After paying tribute to Talbot as the

“inventor of photography upon paper,” he continued in honorary secretary vein:

To the commercial principle just now beginning to be applied to this art, may
be safely left the development and the reward of practical skill. But these more
abstract questions [ concerning physical, optical, and chemical aspects

of photography?] will not be likely to receive the attention due to them, until
photographers are united together in a soctety which shall give a systematic
direction to their labours, and which shall keep a permanent record of the
progressive steps from time to time, and of the authors of them. Such a society
will be [the] reservorr to which will flow, and from which will be beneficially
distributed, all the springs of knowledge at present wasting unproductively.
Such a society is within one step of complete organization, and awaits only
the general co-operation of the whole body of photographers to enter upon an

active and useful existence

This first purely photographic exhibition in Britain, consisting of almost

eight hundred photographs, attracted an enthusiastic audience and was
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axiating mashinary of the Society of Arts.

After some discussion, in which Mr. Rorrmsonan, Me. A. Sure, Sin W. Newrox, ssd Mr. Viosouss
’ * ok part, the Chairman ok the show of hands upon the establishment of an Independent Photographic Society,
which was carrted in the affirmative by » large majority.

The rules drawn up by the Provisional Commities for th gorernment of the Soeiety were then read over,
[aind thelr adoption, proposed by Mr. Fir, sconded by Dr. Pxcy, was carried Ia the affrmative, sabjoct o the proviso

Fig. 69. Council of the
Photograph Society, “Inaugural
Meeting of the Photographic
Society & Rules of the
Photographic Society.” The RPS
Collection at the National

RULES OF THE PHOTOGRAPIIC SOOIETY.
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4. That upon the presentation of a requisition, signed by twanty Members of the Soclety, the Couneil shall bo
roquired o call & Genors) Meeting.

8. That'the Presidlent, e of the Vios-Presidents, and one-third of the Council shall go out of offies sunually,
and shall not be re-cligible 1l afler the expirtion of one yeir,

7. That during the first your, tha ehoice of thate who are 1o reiire Whall bo determined by unfrequency of
attendance ; aflerwards, two shall retire by saniority, theve by unfrequancy of attendance.
‘S. That the Annual Mesting for the Election of Officers shall be held on the st Thursday in Febeuary,

’thwhmﬂm-ﬂqin;mmﬂ or addisions.

On the motion of Mr. Susvsorr, sconded by Mr, Kavan, the following gentlemen were proposed and
o metabers of the Couneil —

PRESIDENT.
BIR CHARLES EASTLAKE

VICE-PRESIDENTS.

EANL SOMEES EIN W. NEWTON. MR WHEATSTONE

REY, C. JONES,
1. B LEWELLYN, Ree

NEVILLE MASKELVYNE, Eog 3
A MACONOCHIE, Esq r
W OWES, Eag.

JOHN PERCY, Esq, MD. RS
A. ROSLING, Esy, Tazusvmmn
CAPT. ACOTT, RN,
0. SHAW, Ray

C. YIONOLES, Bay

extended until January 29, 1853. It even drew Dante Gabriel Rossetti, who
visited the exhibition on its closing day.**

The inaugural meeting of the Photographic Society was held in the Great
Room of the Society of Arts on Thursday, January 20, 1853, at 4:00 p.m. (the
time of day suggests that participants were gentlemen with time to spare).
Eastlake was elected president; Talbot—hardly surprisingly, after the patent
discussions of the last two years—had declined the offer of the presidency.
The question of independence or affiliation was raised by Le Neve Foster,
member of the Council of the Society of Arts, who declared that “the multi-
plication of societies was an evil, and that the objects contemplated by the
proposed Society would be as well effected by the existing machinery of the
Society of Arts.”*> Acutely aware of the momentum that photography was
rapidly gaining, and encouraged by the success of the recent exhibition, the

Society of Arts was keen to have the fledgling society established under its
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own wing. To this end, Le Neve Foster offered “funds, rooms, officers and
publications, with such other facilities as may be necessary for the full devel-
opment of photographic art.”*® But the majority of those at the meeting
agreed with Newton, who “thought it essential for the Artist that there
should be a separate independent Photographic Society”;’” and the Photo-
graphic Society was born (fig. 69).

Members of the Council were elected. Earl Somers (brother-in-law of the
not-yet-practicing photographer Julia Margaret Cameron), Sir William John
Newton (1785—1869), and Charles Wheatstone (1802-1875) became the
three vice presidents, and Alfred Rosling (1802—1882), later the father-in-
law of Francis Frith, was chosen to be treasurer. Other Council members
were Prince Albert’s librarian, Dr. Ernst Becker (1826—1888); Frederic W.
Berger; the Reverend George Bridges; Dr. Hugh Welch Diamond (1809-

1886), who afterward replaced Fenton as honorary secretary and also served



as editor and vice president; Peter Wickens Fry (d. 1860); Thomas Minchin
Goodeve; Robert Hunt (1807—1887); the Reverend Calvert Jones (1802—-1877);
Peter Le Neve Foster (1809—1879); John Dillwyn Llewelyn (1810-1882);
A. Maconochie; Nevil Story-Maskelyne (1823-1911); Count Juan Carlos
de Montizon (1822—-1887); Hugh Owen (1804—1881); Dr. John Percy
(1817—1889); Captain Scott; George Shaw (1818—1904); Charles Blacker
Vignoles (1793-1875); and Sir Thomas Maryon Wilson (1800—-1869).
Twenty-one rules were drawn up and with slight emendations published in
the Journal of the Photographic Society on March 3, 1853.°* Fenton was for-
mally elected honorary secretary, a position he held until his resignation in
February 1856.

The first ordinary meeting of the new society was held on February 3 at
8:00 p.m. There were four papers read: Newton’s on photography and its
relations to the arts; Percy’s on the applicability of the waxed paper process
to hot climates; Vignoles’s on the usefulness of photography to engineers;
and Fenton’s “Upon the Mode in Which It Is Advisable the Society Should
Conduct Its Labours.” They were published in the Journal of the Photographic
Society a month later.”

During its first few meetings the society rapidly established specific activ-
ities that it intended to carry out. In addition to conducting ongoing experi-
mentation and discussion, plans were made for the publication of a journal;
the holding of frequent exhibitions to show the best new work by both mem-
bers and nonmembers; the display of portfolios of new work to a critical
elite; the provision of darkrooms; and the establishments of a library, a pho-
tographic collection, a museum, and a separate gallery for the exhibition of
members’ work (with the society taking a 10 percent cut on any photographs
sold, as had been suggested by Talbot). Many of these aims would be rapidly
realized. Professor Arthur Henfrey became honorary editor of the Journal.

It was Fenton who made the society work. Influenced by the model of
Victorian art institutions and learned societies, he saw it as his new society’s
role to champion a particular idea of professional identity and individuality,
encourage the association of photography with national pride, share knowl-
edge and expertise, and create a distinctive arena for the viewing, discussion,
and selling of works. To these ends the society on May 30, 1853, secured the
patronage of Queen Victoria and Prince Albert. Although the Council con-

sidered asking for permission to change the group’s name to the Royal

Photographic Society, no action was taken at this early date, and it would be
1894 before the society finally assumed that title.

As Fenton, perhaps still thinking of the glamorous headquarters of
the Société Héliographique, had predicted, ultimately the society’s heaviest
expenditures were for suitable premises. Ordinary meetings and Council
meetings continued to be held at the Society of Arts, and in February 1853,
Vignoles briefly provided a room at 4 Trafalgar Square for clerical work. But
by May 1853, the Council was leasing a room from the Botanical Society in
Bedford Street, Strand, for thirty pounds a year. After July 1854, all meetings
were held in a room rented from the Horticultural Society at 21 Regent
Street for thirty pounds per annum plus five pounds per annum for the atten-
dance of a servant. In the same year applications were made to the govern-
ment for space in Burlington House on Piccadilly, where the tenants over the
years were to be an assortment of “metropolitan societies for the promotion
of natural knowledge,”** including the well-established Royal Academy, the
Royal Society, the Linnaean Society, the Geological Society, the Royal Astro-
nomical Society, and the Royal Society of Chemistry. For the Photographic
Society, which encompassed both art and science, this location shared with
like-minded institutions would have been the perfect home, but, alas, nothing
came of the attempt.*' (It was not until November 1857 that the society would
move to far more prestigious and expensive premises, at 1 New Coventry
Street, above the Union Bank on the corner of Leicester Square. Here there
were meeting and reading rooms, a laboratory, a glasshouse, and “other con-
veniences.” However, after paying rent of three hundred pounds per annum
and a further seven hundred pounds for fixtures and fittings, the society
could not afford to stay at the address for long.)**

The society’s first annual exhibition, organized by six Council mem-
bers including Fenton and thrown open to international entries, contained
980 items and was held at the Suffolk Street Gallery of the Society of
British Artists in January and February 1854. Exhibitors and members
were admitted free, while the public paid one shilling entrance fee, six-
pence for a catalogue; the exhibition was hugely popular, and a small profit
was made. Queen Victoria and Prince Albert, accompanied by Viscountess
Jocelyn,43 Colonel Bouverie, and Lieutenant Colonel F. Seymour, were
shown around the exhibition by Eastlake, Fenton, Hunt, and Wheatstone.

The royal patrons bought several photographs, including six of Fenton’s
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Russian prints,** and thus began their deep commitment, especially on
Prince Albert’s part, to the affairs of the new society. In the years that fol-
lowed, Albert scrupulously attended every annual exhibition and often
purchased prints. He also took an interest in the process of photography,
experimenting with it himself and partially funding (with a donation of
fifty pounds) the committee set up in 1856 to investigate the permanency
of photographs.

The new society earned mixed reviews. The majority were favorable; the
Morning Chronicle, for instance, gave the Photographic Society credit for “the
rapid progress and development of photography . . . during the last two
years.”** But the Athenaeum commented dryly, “Should a few real men of
business be added to the Council the permanence of this useful Society might
perhaps be considered as established.”*® And a lengthy complaint was voiced
by the Builder: “We had hoped that the formation of the Photographic
Society would have led to a more systematic investigation of the chemical
agencies upon which the art is based, and to a prompt and unreserved publi-
cation of the result of such investigations. . . . The council have done nothing
more than call the members together seven times within the twelvemonth to
talk the matter over among themselves, without, as a body, having issued or
sanctioned a single communication tending to the improvement of the art, or
even having made an attempt to publish a clear and minute account of the
several processes already in use.”*’

The range of opinions did not prevent the Photographic Society from
concluding its first year in a very healthy position, with a membership of
870; an immense circulation figure for its Journal, four thousand copies per
month (hinting at a huge untapped audience for photography); and a credit
balance of 406 pounds 17 shillings.

The patent difficulties with Talbot continued to rumble on, however. In
1854 Talbot took out injunctions against the professional portrait photog-
rapher Martin Laroche for infringing his patents by using the collodion
process in a commercial portrait business. The Council of the Photographic
Society, led by the lawyers Fry (Laroche’s attorney), Hunt (Talbot’s former
correspondent), and perhaps Fenton himself, supported Laroche. They
feared that a validation of the patents’ extension to the collodion process
would strangle the further development of photography and discourage
potential membership in their society. Talbot appealed to Story-Maskelyne,
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Fig. 70. Attributed to Hugh Welch Diamond or Roger Fenton, Portrazt of
Roger Fenton, 1856. Salted paper print, 19.5 x 15.2 cm (7'%s x 6 in.). From
Rules of the Photographic Society Club Album, 1856. The RPS Collection
at the National Museum of Photography, Film & Television, Bradford

then a lecturer on mineralogy and chemistry at Oxford University and an
experimental photographer, who was one of Talbot’s few supporters on the
Council of the Photographic Society. Talbot wrote to him bitterly, “The
Photographic Society will hold a meeting on Wednesday next, I believe, to
make their final arrangements for my destruction at the Trial. It is evident
they will do their uttermost, (the same body that asked me to be their
President!)"*® The always delicate relationship between Talbot and the
Photographic Society fractured completely when, in December 1854, with
the society’s help (and possibly an injection of its finances), Laroche won his

case. Talbot soon withdrew his remaining patent restrictions.



In February 1856, Fenton resigned as honorary secretary, the society

having accrued enough money to pay the Reverend John Richardson Major
of King’s College, London (one of forty-four applicants for the job), a salary
of two hundred pounds per annum for carrying out the combined duties of
secretary and editor of the Journal. In May of that year, Fenton and several
others resigned from the Council because of their association with a com-
mercial organization, the Photographic Association.*” He was back on the
Council a few months later and became vice president of the society in
December 1857.

Simultaneously the Photographic Society Club, an informal and social
grouping within the Photographic Society, was established “to promote
union and friendly feeling amongst the members of the Photographic
Society.”** Made up of an elite inner core of Photographic Society members

and, with its social, dining, and information-exchange functions, resembling

Fig. 71. Roger Fenton, Members of the Photographic
Society Club at Hampton Court, July 18, 1856.
Albumen silver print, 24.2 x 33.3 cm (976 X 18% in.).
The RPS Collection at the National Museum of
Photography, Film & Television, Bradford, Gift of
Fenton descendants, 1934, 2003-5000/12787

the Photographic Club of old, it had an annually elected president, treasurer,
and combined secretary-caterer and was limited in membership to twenty-
one.”’ Members dined together five times a year, “one of which dinners shall
take place in some country locality favourable to photographic pursuits.”*®
The club’s best-known country outing was one to Hampton Court on July
18, 1856; a group photograph taken by Fenton on that occasion, with con-
temporary annotations identifying members, shows them with attendant
cameras, some accompanied by their wives and the occasional dog. Fenton’s
wife appears seated with one of their daughters, while Fenton himself poses
alongside his photographic van (fig. 71).

The year 1856 was a good one for the society, which at its annual general
meeting in February 1857 declared a reserve fund of 1,060 pounds and a
much increased membership. The journal circulation had gone down slightly,

to three thousand a month (other photographic publications had by now
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appeared), but the publication still made an annual profit of three hundred
pounds. At the 1858 meeting the report was of further growth in member-
ship, journal circulation, and reserve funds, but the cost of the lavish premises
in New Coventry Street was now beginning to bite. Decisions to hold two
exhibitions in 1858, both of which lost money, and to publish the journal
twice a month rather than once also took their toll on the society’s finances.

That same year, Fenton served on the Society of Arts Committee of
Enquiry, which looked into matters of photographic copyright. At the open-
ing of the Photographic Society’s sixth annual exhibition in 1859, Prince
Albert suggested establishing a permanent collection of photography, and a
committee composed of Fenton, Fry, Kater, and Diamond was set up to
“form a collection to be preserved by the Society, illustrating the progress of
the science from its earliest infancy up to its latest improvements.””’
Regrettably, no action seems to have been taken.”* Over the summer recess
of 1859, Fenton was one of the twelve members of the Collodion Committee
who experimented with different makes of collodion, reporting on their
findings in the Photographic Journal (as it was titled beginning in 1859) in
1860. By April 1860 the society, having slipped into debt, vacated its expen-
sive premises in New Coventry Street and began holding meetings at King’s
College, with which a good number of members had connections.

In December 1860, Fenton retired as vice president; although he remained
on the Council, his attendance at meetings effectively ended in August 1861.
The death of Prince Albert in December 1861, which cast deep gloom, was
sorely felt by the Photographic Society, of which he had been an excellent and
committed patron. Fenton remained involved in the organization of the soci-
ety’s exhibitions and contributed to them until 1862. But after a decade of the
most intense photographic activity, he was pulling back. At the International
Exhibition of 1862 Fenton was awarded a Prize Medal accompanied by half-

»55

hearted praise of his “good general photography””*—rather like the citation
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for “lifetime achievement” of a non—Oscar winner. When in October he
retired from photography, he sold his equipment and negatives as well. The
Photographic Journal noted his retirement thus: “To the exertions of Mr.
Fenton the Photographic Society owes its existence, and for many years it has
had the benefit of his counsel and advice: it is therefore with unfeigned regret
we make the announcement of his resolution, which is, however, mitigated by
the hope that, although he retires from the practical operations of the art, he will
still occasionally attend the meetings of the Society, which owes so much to
him, and where his presence is always so welcome and agreeable.”*® Fenton
served as one of the jurors awarding medals for the society’s ninth annual
exhibition in 1863, but his only contact beyond that seems to have been in
1866, when he was awarded a President’s Medal and cited as “the original
Founder and Hon. Secretary of the Photographic Society, and an early and
successful cultivator of our art-science.””’

Throughout his photographic career, Fenton strove to maintain a balance
between the activities of a gentleman artist-amateur and those of a profes-
sional commercial photographer. Indeed, his hope was that the Photographic
Society would play a major role in melding those two photographic possibil-
ities into a seamless whole. But, although Fenton himself walked that
tightrope with aplomb, during the eleven-year course of his career photogra-
phy changed irrevocably. The Photographic Society changed with it, largely
swinging into the commercial mainstream that photography had become,
and veering ever further from the gentleman artists—Fenton above all—
who had brought it into being.

After Fenton’s death on August 9, 1869, obituaries were published in the
three main photographic publications: the Photographic Journal, the Photo-
graphic News, and the British Journal of Photography. Perhaps the one that
would have pleased Fenton best was in the last-named journal, which included

this description: “He was a skilful artist, and possessed good taste.”*®



Roger Fenton: The Artist’s Eye

RICHARD PARE

uring the eleven years that Roger Fenton worked in photography
he tested the limits of the medium as it evolved day by day and

from year to year.! He created almost every type of photographic

image, from modest and seemingly straightforward documentary works to
others of great virtuosity, and it appears that he was alert to the potential in
any application of the new medium. Having absorbed the significance of
William Henry Fox Talbot’s Pencil of Nature—a work that without doubt he
knew well and which had, in one unprecedented sequence of images, laid out
many of the medium’s possibilities—Fenton seems clearly to have under-
stood that photography had revolutionized the way we see. From the very
first moment that he took up a camera his ambitions were of the highest
order. He acted upon them vigorously, expanding the range and depth of
photographic thinking and becoming one of the medium’s most articulate
and able proponents.

Fenton was born in the country within a few miles of Manchester, in the
heartland of the Industrial Revolution. Traveling even a short distance
meant encountering the pouring smoke of the factories, William Blake’s
“dark Satanic mills” roaring and vibrating day and night. Narrow streets
lined with smoke-blackened workers’ houses were familiar sights from the
windows of the new railway carriages, and the ever-worsening, impenetrable
winter fogs caused by coal burning were a commonplace. Fueled by the rapid
expansion of the empire, industrialization was spurring migration to the
cities and thus a parallel contraction of agriculture. In the battle over Corn
Law reform, manufacturers and landed interests each sought to maintain the
advantage. [t was a time of struggles to achieve parliamentary reform and
universal suffrage, of labor unrest, of punitive Poor Laws and Malthusian

ideas about poverty. Charles Dickens was writing his most polemical assaults

on the establishment. Yet this impending social disintegration barely regis-
ters in Fenton’s photographic work.? He was struggling instead to capture
what he saw as a vanishing and threatened world, a vision that embodied the
bucolic idea of England as a “green and pleasant land.”

The foundation of Fenton’s visual aesthetic was his training with aca-
demic Neoclassical painters in Paris and London during the 1840s. The col-
lections in the Louvre and those at the National Gallery in London, founded
in 1824, were readily available. In the 1850s he must have watched with
excitement as a collection of magisterial pictures was assembled by Sir
Charles Eastlake, keeper and then director of the National Gallery and, as a
founding member of the Photographic Society, a colleague of Fenton’s. The
subject of intense interest on their acquisition, these superlative works offered
Fenton paradigms in composition. In the Royal Collection, he had in all
likelihood seen such works as Andrea Mantegna’s great painting cycle
The Triumph of Caesar at Hampton Court Palace. Fenton’s photographs
emerge from a tradition based on Renaissance classicism. Going beyond his
responses to the immediate subject, they draw on the continuum of art his-
tory. Fenton’s assimilation of Western art is evident in his heroic rendering
of architecture and the artistry of his evocation of Romantic melancholy in
the ruined monasteries that he loved. The occasional figures who seem
engaged in a suspended dialogue in his landscapes and architectural pictures
are perfectly placed to create a necessary tension; they insert incident and a
sense of anticipation into the larger composition. The analysis of landforms
and approach to space and detail recall quattrocento landscape paintings of
rivers winding between rocky outcrops, with the orderly interventions of
mankind creating rhythm and articulation in the picture plane. The easy dis-

position of Fenton’s best portrait groups, transparent and expressive, also
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springs from this classical tradition. His single known study of a partly
draped nude is reminiscent of works of the Northern Renaissance, with the
study of drapery, which takes up about half the image area, calling to mind
Jan van Eyck, Albrecht Diirer, and Rogier van der Weyden (fig. 72).

Fenton seems to have discerned early on how to put to best use the kind
of observation of which photography is uniquely capable. There are few
hints of hesitancy in any but the earliest surviving works. His inquiring
mind placed him at the forefront of aesthetic and technical developments
occurring in photography, and his seemingly innate understanding of the
materials of the medium enabled him to adapt to each new process effortlessly.
It is difficult now to imagine the kind of feverish excitement that must have
prevailed in the early years of photography. Its science evolved rapidly and
continuously. The public appetite for the new art seemed insatiable, and by
the 1850s there were countless large-scale exhibitions, often including many
hundreds of images.

The air was charged in these times with revolutionary scientific ideas.
Robert Chambers’s Vestiges of the Natural History of Creation,* published in
1844, set the stage for Charles Darwin’s On the Origin of Speciesin 1859. The
same kind of desire to know had earlier in the century spurred William
Smith to pursue his theories of geological stratification; they had been set
down in his pioneering map of 1815° and proven within recent memory.
Fenton cannot fail to have taken account of such stirrings, and these ideas
inform his photography of landscape, imparting a muscular sense of the
land’s underlying structure. The pictures in his extended series from
Snowdonia (see pls. 81-39), celebrated for its rich geological inventory of
rocks and landforms, offer clear examples of this new worldview, displaying
as they do the effects of the past, from the era of the volcanoes and later ice
ages to the marks left by man in recent times. There must have been a sense
of looking at the world transformed, of seeing, with sudden insight and
astonishment, into an unfathomable past of a vastness incomprehensible only
a few short years before.

A man of considerable energy, Fenton traveled widely in Britain, as well
as to Russia and the Crimea, in days when railway systems in eastern
Europe had relatively few lines. Right at the start of his photographic
career, in 1852, we find him crossing vast distances in Russia and Ukraine—

the photographer as adventurer, traveling in unknown territory with all the
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Fig. 72. Roger Fenton, Study of a Partially Draped Young Woman, ca. 1855.
Salted paper print, 25 x 17 cm (9'7 X 6'76 in.). Victoria and Albert Museum,
London, PH.486-1979

excitement and uncertainty of coming to terms with an alien culture. We can
reasonably surmise that he sailed through the Baltic to Saint Petersburg.
Possibly he then traveled on the recently opened rail connection to Moscow—
the first and at that time the only long-distance rail line in Russia—thence

overland to Kiev, down the Dnieper River to the Black Sea, and out through



the Mediterranean past Gibraltar.® Fenton was of the generation born within
memory of the upheavals of Napoleonic Europe, and in Russia the shadow
of Napoleonic conquest, defeat, and ultimate victory still hung in the atmo-
sphere. From the walls of the Kremlin and from the Old Bridge across the
Moskva Fenton photographed the Church of the Redeemer, still under
construction (pl. 6). It was built to commemorate the costly victory at
Borodino in 1812, a battle that had not retreated from the national con-
sciousness of the Russian people.

One of Fenton’s most celebrated images, a view of the exotic domes of
the Kremlin churches in Moscow (pl. 2), remains a wonderfully evocative
image of the strangeness of medieval Russia, directing the imagination
toward the East far more than the West. Russia was then still a deeply feudal
society locked within its vast domain, and Fenton chose subjects that
emphasized not only its rich history but also the bleak conditions of serfdom:
the ramshackle dwellings of the poor,” the stark conditions awaiting travelers
illustrated by the tumbledown posthouse at Kiev (fig. 9). The tension in the
Russian images derives in part from the representation of a medieval, feudal
world by techniques of the utmost modernity. But even in this setting
Fenton continued to experiment, making matched pairs of images to be
viewed through a large-format Wheatstone stereoscope (figure 9 is one half
of a stereo pair).

His next expedition through the Mediterranean took Fenton to the seat
of the war in the Crimea, where he produced hundreds of negatives under
extreme conditions. The Crimean photographs remain highly problematic
and prone to widely differing interpretations. It is indisputable that the pho-
tographic subjects he chose were largely at a distance from the allied armies’
immediate field of operation. He was present as the semiofficial representa-
tive of the queen and the government, and it would have been inappropriate
for him to show death and destruction among the allies. However, the effects
of the conflict were surely evident to a man of such acute sensitivity as
Fenton. All ranks of the military, from high to low, had been confronting the
impending catastrophe of extinction and disease. The winter of 1854—55
was one of dreadful privation for the British. The army, undersupplied and
ill equipped, had further suffered the lashing of a freak windstorm that
destroyed most of the tents. The forces lay at the extreme limits of unreliable

supply lines and had chosen their supply harbor badly. Laid waste by sickness,

disease, and exposure, they were only now beginning to emerge from this
period of unmitigated horror.

The fearful carnage and loss experienced by men engaged against over-
whelming odds took place in what had once seemed idyllic countryside. It
had, however, quickly become a theater of the most terrible hardships and
horrors since those accompanying the defeat of Napoleon at Waterloo in
1815. In the years between the two wars the British army had ossified and
was led by privileged men, many of them advanced in years, who had no
experience of battle or logistics. As a result the shambles was complete.’®

When Fenton arrived in the spring of 1855 he was immediately invited
into the camp of the senior officers and given access to all. The expectation
was that he would portray the British army in a state of readiness and able to
effectively engage the enemy, within the uneasy alliance that had placed the
English and the French, as well as the Turks, on the same side. The purpose
of the photographs was largely to reassure a domestic audience that circum-
stances had improved and were no longer as dire as had been reported by the
war correspondent William Howard Russell in the Times.® Since this was at
least in part an exercise in propaganda, we must read between the lines to
gain a true insight into the pictures. '’

For their audience, the photographs had a wartime immediacy that is lost
to us 150 years later. But it seems as though Fenton’s eye sometimes tran-
scended political necessity. The extended panorama of eleven plates of
the plateau of Sebastopol, a landscape of bleak monotony, speaks loudly."!
Moving from the living to the dead, Fenton’s sequence of images opens at
the left with the encampment of the British above Sebastopol and proceeds
across the battlefield until it concludes with the bleak graves on Cathcart’s
Hill at the extreme right (fig. 73).'° The losses had been devastating on both
sides, and what Fenton wanted to portray was the prosaic, undifferentiated
quality of a landscape remarkable only for the death and destruction it had
encompassed. This stretch of land, which had been grubbed clear of what-
ever vegetation it once supported to provide fuel for the undersupplied army,
had come to symbolize the extent of the human calamity.'®

The portraits take a similarly literalist view of the proceedings. Fenton’s
visual record of the officers responsible for the running of the campaign is
painstakingly thorough; the principal generals are all here. The exhausted
but dignified Lord Raglan, the shy septuagenarian commander of the British
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Fig. 78. Roger Fenton, View of Cemetery
on Cathcart’s Hill, pl. 10 from The
Photographic Panorama of the Plateau
of Sebastopol, April 1855. Salted paper
print, 22.2 X 84.6 cm (8% x 187 in.).
Courtesy of Hans P. Kraus Jr,, Inc,,
New York

forces who could not bear to be cheered by his troops, does not look at the

camera.'* Omar Pasha, leader of the Turkish forces, appears with fez and
chibouk (fig. 12). The ordinary-appearing but bellicose General Pélissier,
recently appointed commander of the French forces, renowned for his poor
riding skills and apparent disregard of the human cost of his maneuvers, is
presented as directly and unrhetorically as possible. The journalist Russell
looks untroubled by all he has seen and untroubled by being at odds with the
establishment, which was continually attempting to muzzle his reports.'®
Many of the company were to die before the campaign was over. The non-
chalance with which they gaze back at the camera, was it bravado? Was it
the numbed response of men who had seen extremities of horror, a defense
against incipient madness? There are also portraits of men who appear to be
suffering from what they have seen, shell-shocked veterans of a war of attri-

tion (pl. 18). Fenton made choices according to the condition of his sitters.
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Some pictures were made as part of his attempt to record everyone on his list
of dignitaries, a project he continued even after returning to London.'® But it
is quite clear that others were made with a degree of freedom, in impromptu,
rapid sittings of busy men going about the camp with hardly enough time to
pull up their horses. There are incongruities of necessity—sometimes a sit-
ter is seen in the midst of desolation, seated on a prosaic dining chair. The
slender vocabulary of pictorial devices Fenton had at his disposal is used to
the utmost effect. The softening of the immediate foreground and of distant
objects, a function of the rules of optics and depth of field, is utilized to focus
attention on the sitter, with the hazily suggested massing of the composition
creating the sense of a containing space for the image.

The harbor at Sebastopol is empty now, the Genoese fort still stands
above the inlet, and it is possible to find Lord Raglan’s position at the Battle
of Balaklava without difficulty.'” There is still only one way that Captain



Nolan, an expert rider, would go down the hill to deliver the fatal order for
the charge of the Light Brigade."® Fenton’s photographs are inextricably
interwoven with these events even though they do not appear in direct
terms, only by allusive connection with the protagonists who participated in
or witnessed them. The responses of the sitters range from the bravura (fig. 74)
to the introspective and reflective (fig. 14). The pictures record the panoply of
full-dress uniforms, yet these are worn by men exhausted and involved in a
monotonous struggle for survival accompanied by incremental, frequently
fatal maneuverings against an ingenious and implacable opponent.

This uneasy counterpoint, quietly discordant, is perhaps an internalized
reflection on the futility of the whole enterprise. The scant entry made in her
Journal by Queen Victoria (despite her known concern for the troops), “Some
interesting photos taken by Mr. Fenton, in the Crimea, most portraits and

views—extremely well done,”'®

seems only to reinforce the unbridgeable
distance of the establishment at home from the harsh lot of the forces serv-
ing on the ground. At home heroics and rhetoric; on the battlefield a very
different reality of sudden death, and for those who had survived thus far,
continued suffering from sickness, exposure, and the unending barrage of
the siege guns.

Of all Fenton’s photographs, perhaps the most celebrated is the Valley of
the Shadow of Death (pl. 21). It has been written about at length by almost
every commentator, and yet it seems that there is still something more to
say. [t is a picture of utter silence. The stillness of the spent shot, terrible and
uncountable, leads us to imagine the crump of the distant cannon. All is
summed up in this, the first great photograph of the field of battle. It has
achieved the same kind of iconic status as the similarly stark picture of the
death of a republican soldier caught by Robert Capa eighty years later.*® The
eye is led first to the scattered shot®' and then to the side track, little more
than a footpath pressed into the ground when the main roadway became an
impassable morass in the dreadful winter now past; the track runs upward to
Join the continuation of the roadway, which recedes into the distance and
finally is cut off at the crest of the ridge. This change in scale of the road,
from merest side path to established passage, has the effect of collapsing per-
spective, creating a visual uncertainty that increases the sense of isolation
and utter desolation. Fenton wrote that this was not the picture he intended

to make, which, from his description, would have been a far more literal and

Fig. 74. Roger Fenton, Cornet Wilkin, Eleventh Hussars, Survivor of the Charge of
the Light Brigade, 1855. Salted paper print, 19 x 17 ¢m (77%s X 6 Vi in.). Prints

and Photographs Division, Library of Congress, Washington, D.C., Purchase,
Frances M. Fenton, 1944

probably recognizable view of a site that was an objective of the campaign.*
However, forced by immediate danger to retreat a little up the track, he cre-
ated a very different image. He took away all of the picture’s geographical
content and left a palimpsest that still speaks to us of the deadly earnest of
warfare and indiscriminate death.

Only one attack on Sebastopol was made during Fenton’s time in the
Crimea, at the very end of his sojourn. It was a major assault, and afterward
there was a two-hour truce to remove the dead and wounded. But that must
not have been a circumstance under which Fenton felt able to act, even

though he had prepared his apparatus to move forward into the city in the
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Fig. 75. Joseph Cundall (English, 1818—1895) and Robert Howlett (English,
1830—1858), Crimean Braves, 1856. Photogalvanograph, 29.2 x 28.5 cm
(11% x 97 in.). San Francisco Museum of Modern Art, Gift of Sandra
Mossbacher, 98.4.1

event of the anticipated victory.*® Instead the allies were driven back with
terrible losses, and Fenton found himself comforting the wounded and fol-
lowing the bodies of his friends to the burial ground. He seems to have been
devastated by the experience. In his letters he quoted General Bosquet’s
remark to him shortly after the attack: “No one but a soldier can know the
misery of war: I have passed six and twenty years of my life burying my

most intimate friends.”** He sickened with cholera and left the Crimea only
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days later. Russell’s reports described the destruction in the Mamelon, but
there were no photographs of catastrophe until James Robertson and Felice
Beato made pictures inside the Malakhov and Redan fortifications less than
ten weeks later, after the Russian evacuation of Sebastopol.

Fenton’s Crimean pictures were not a commercial success, no doubt
because they remain stubbornly antirhetorical, do not offer a heroic render-
ing of the subject, and lack the romance of pictures such as Cundall and
Howlett's Crimean Braves (fig. 75).

How blessed the English riverine landscapes must have seemed to the
man who returned from the battlefields of the Crimea and the endless expanse
of the steppe. The raw, scraped, bludgeoned land around Sebastopol was like
the memory of a nightmare, a hallucination in the fever dreams of a cholera
sufferer; while the agrarian landscape before him, with its richness of inci-
dent and boundless fertility, appeared numinous, life itself.

Fenton’s British landscapes, informed by his classical training, often uti-
lize a geometric visual structure that both anchors and energizes the picture.
In his own time the strong geometry of his pictures was criticized, but in the
longer view a portent of modernism can be discerned (pl. 82). He seems to
take joyous pleasure in the ability of the camera to render information, push-
ing the photograph to the outer limits of its capacity to disclose. A rich and
overwhelming sense of detail characterizes the resulting images, which are
infused with a poetic understanding that is a lyrical response to a particular
kind of English sensibility. In his time Fenton had no equal in the interpreta-
tion of landscape, and the expansiveness of his vistas is rarely encountered in
the European tradition. He quickly understood that he could encompass a
richly articulated landscape, leading the eye by his organization of the com-
position and creating an image evocative of the landscape’s very ideal.

Fenton gives us a comprehensive description of the geographical aspect of
river history, from turbulent headwaters to the lazy effulgence of the mean-
dering floodplain. He seems to have spent little time in the softer country
of southern England, preferring the more explicit and dramatic landforms of
the glaciated country through which the more northerly rivers run.

Great landscape photographs were made by his French contemporaries
Gustave Le Gray and Edouard Baldus.?’ Fenton’s work is broader in sub-
Jject and concept than that of Le Gray, who largely restricted his landscape

work to the Forest of Fontainebleau, and it is more evolved than that of



Baldus, whose landscapes figure in his railway albums principally as parts of
a description of the iron way or as conspicuous landmarks that leaven the
record of architectural marvels along the route. With their lyric portrayal of
varied landforms, from the wildnesses of northwest Wales to the cultivated
and orderly river valleys of the Midlands, Fenton’s images present a range of
responses to landscape that had no rivals until the emergence of the great
American landscape photographers of the 1860s and 1870s such as Carleton
Watkins and Timothy O’Sullivan. The landscape these men photographed
was itself of a heroic nature unavailable in the more tempered countryside of
the British Isles.

Underlying all Fenton’s landscape work is an ideal, an effort to preserve
the image of a land that was diminishing and increasingly exploited. Even in
North Wales, still one of the remote fastnesses of Britain, where he pho-
tographed a slate pier (pl. 39), there was already a long history of quarrying
and mining. And in the countryside in general, land that had been cultivated

and productive was, with the drift to the cities, falling fallow.

Fig. 76. Roger Fenton, Scene in Tintern Abbey, 1854. “Printed and Published by
F. Frith, Reigate.” Albumen silver print, 16.5 x 20.9 cm (6% x 8%s in.). Collection Centre
Canadien d’Architecture / Canadian Centre for Architecture, Montréal, PH 1980:0689

The series of images of the great monastic foundations, Tintern, Fountains,
and Rievaulx, all fallen into decay after the Reformation, express the beauty
of the quietist architecture of the Cistercians as well as Fenton’s attachment
to the English Romantic heritage (pls. 8—12). Perhaps he knew the remark
John Webster gives to Antonio in The Duchess of Malfi: “1 do love these
ancient ruins. / We never tread upon them but we set / Our foot upon some
reverend history.”*® But Fenton’s Romanticism was not sentimental. He rec-
ognized the tangible relationship of structure to setting that the monks had
understood so well in choosing the sites for their foundations.

Who are the people who appear in the pictures? Many are in mourning
clothes, perhaps no uncommon sight in the years immediately after the
Crimean campaign. Fenton lost three young children of his own, and some
pictures have such intimacy that it seems likely the subjects are members of
his immediate family. There is a quality of truth in Fenton’s best photo-
graphs that is deeply moving. Few truer portraits of children exist than the
touchingly lovely portrayal of a pensive child resting in an alcove of the
refectory at Tintern (fig. 76),”” while his photographs of the royal princesses,
whose social position could hardly be more different, are similarly imbued
with the reflective wistfulness of childhood (pls. 27, 28). Fenton seems to
have recognized that the stillness required by long exposure times brought
out the introspective qualities of his sitters and was something specific to
portraiture in his chosen medium.

To judge from the titles of the academic paintings he produced early in
his artistic career, Fenton began picture making with an approach governed
by sentiment. When he turned to photography one might have expected
that this member of the wealthy professional classes would take no more
than a dilettantish interest in the medium. Well placed, a barrister,
financially secure, he had no reason to exert himself and could easily have
adopted the genteel role of an amateur. Instead the medium liberated him
and gave his work the edge of discovery and rigor that has assured his place
in the photographic pantheon. His search to extend the limits of photo-
graphic seeing seems to rest on curiosity about the very substance of pic-
ture making.

The fittingness of his interpretation to the materials is always apt. The
early salt prints display a relish for form and massing and effectively utilize

the particular qualities of the paper structure. In the later large glass plates
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this evolves into an overwhelming, nigh hallucinatory revelment in the ren-

dering of detail. The obsession with detail reaches its apogee in the still lifes
that represent the culmination of his career in photography, if not its zenith.
One can seek a hidden iconography in these late images, but their deeper
meaning remains obstinately unreachable, and instead we become fascinated
by the richly rendered surfaces and the distortions in color caused by the
spectral response of the photographic emulsion. The Victorian tendency to
embellish is reflected in these hothouse productions, and elaboration and
density of texture seem the predominant motifs. Qualities of surface fix our
attention on the bloom of freshly gathered fruit and then the fragility of that
bloom already brushed aside. Themes of temporality and mortality are also
present in the earli