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Photographs of British Algae 
Cyanotype Impressions 

Anna Atkins 

Preface 

The following paper ‘Cyanotype Reproductions of Seaweeds’ was read by 
Mr. Wm. Lang before the Royal Philosophical Society of Glasgow on 6th 
November, 1889. In this paper Lang discusses the botanical photographic 
work of Mrs. Anna Atkins, the process she used, and the longevity of the 
image plates themselves. 

Proceedings of the Philosophical Society of Glasgow 

Vol. XXI, 1889-1890 

Mr. Wm. Lang on Cyanotype Reproductions of Seaweeds. pg. 155 

XIV. — Cyanotype Reproductions of Seaweeds. By William Lang, jun., F.C.S., 
President of the Glasgow Photographic Association.  

––––––––––––––––––––––––– 
[Read before the Society, 6th November, 1889.]  

––––––––––––––––––––––––– 

https://archive.org/details/proceedingsroya29glasgoog/page/n10
https://archive.org/details/proceedingsroya29glasgoog/page/n10


(With Cyanotype Plate, forming Frontispiece.)  
The two volumes which it is my privilege this evening to bring before the 
members of the Philosophical Society are unique in character, whether 
they be regarded from a photographic or from a natural-history point of 
view. We have here a series of the British Algæ reproduced 
photographically, and that by a process which may be reckoned as one of 
the older photographic methods. The blue process, to give it its more 
familiar title, dates as far back as the year 1842, and was devised by Sir 
John Herschel. He it was who first demonstrated that light acts on the 
more highly oxidised iron salts, known as ferric, reducing them to a lower 
state of oxidisation, to what is termed the ferrous; and, as these reduced 
products manifest with certain reagents a different series of reactions from 
what the original substance gives, he was enabled to show in a very 
pronounced manner the effect produced by exposure to light. Herschel 
brought forward many methods for printing with salts of iron ; but that 
particular process with which we are more especially concerned this 
evening received from him the name of the Cyanotype. The iron salt which 
is generally employed in the production of this class of pictures is the 
ammonia-ferric citrate, and a solution of it may either be brushed over the 
paper per se, and, when dry, exposed to light under the object to be copied, 
and afterwards, by immersing the print in a solution of potassium 
ferricyanide, we find that where the light has acted there will be formed a 
blue product ; or the potassium-ferricyanide solution may be mixed along 
with the ferric-citrate solution in the first instance, when a simple 
immersion in water is sufficient to bring out the picture. The process 
remains in use to the present day, and is employed by engineers and 
draughtsmen for the reproduction of drawings, plans, &c. Specimens of 



prints obtained according to the method indicated you see here, the lines 
of the original being reproduced in white on a blue ground. By a 
modification of the foregoing process it is possible to reproduce the lines 
of the drawing blue on a white ground. Both papers are prepared 
commercially. A specimen of the results obtainable by the paper last 
described is to be seen on the wall. It is generally known as Pellet's paper.  

Regarding the permanency of the cyanotype process, we have in the two 
volumes before us sufficient evidence that prints produced by the blue 
process are lasting and enduring. Although it is more than thirty years 
since these impressions were obtained, the brightness and freshness, nay, 
in some cases, the vividness of their character would almost induce us to 
believe that the prints had been but recently produced.  

It may be interesting to give the following particulars regarding the 
volumes and their contents. Opening the first volume we find the initial 
page has the title “British Algæ, Vol. I.,” printed in white on a blue 
ground. Obviously the lettering had in the first instance been printed on a 
white sheet of paper with ordinary ink, and, this being superimposed on 
the sensitive paper, the printing was done in a manner similar to that 
employed when dealing with the ordinary photographic negative. The 
following page has the inscription “Photographs of British Algæ — 
Cyanotype Impressions.” The third page explains the purport of the work, 
and is a facsimile of the hand- writing of the producer. It reads as follows : 
—  

“The difficulty  of  making  accurate  drawings  of  objects  so 
minute as many of the Algæ and Confervæ has induced me to 
avail myself of Sir John Herschel's beautiful process of cyanotype 



to  obtain  impressions  of  the  plants  themselves, which  I have 
much pleasure in offering to my botanical friends.  

“I hope that in general the impressions will be found sharp 
and  well-defined, but  in  some  instances, such  as  the  Fuci, the 
thickness of the specimens renders it impossible to press the glass 
used in taking photographs sufficiently close to them to ensure a 
perfect representation of every part. Being, however, unwilling to 
omit any species to which I had access, I have preferred giving 
such impressions as I could obtain of these thick objects to their 
entire omission. I take this opportunity of returning my thanks to 
the friends who have allowed me to use their collections of Algæ 
on this occasion.  

“The names refer to Harvey's Manual of British Algæ. I have 
taken the tribes and species in their proper order when I was able 
to do so, but in many cases I have been compelled to make long 
gaps  from  the  want  of  the  plants  that  should  have  been  next 
inserted, and  in  this  first  number  I have  intentionally  departed 
from the systematic arrangement that I might give specimens of 
very various characters as a sample.  

“A. A.” 

The fourth page takes the form of a dedication — “To my dearest father 
this attempt is affectionately inscribed.” Then follow 192 plates of the various 
specimens reproduced, each one having its botanical name affixed.  

The second volume contains 107 plates to which there fall to be added 
80, which have apparently been put in as an appendix, making in all 187. 
The number of plates in the two volumes is therefore 379. In a note at the 
end of Vol. II. are the following remarks : —  



“Should any of the plants which are omitted, or of which the 
impressions  are  from  poor  specimens, be  obtained, a 
supplementary  part  may  at  some  future  time  be  added  to  this 
work. 

“A. A.  
“H.P., September, 1859.” 

Through the kindness of Mr. James Britten, Department of Botany, 
British Museum, I am enabled to give a few details regarding the 
authorship of these volumes. "A. A." were the initials of Mrs. Atkins, who 
lived for many years at Halstead Park, Kent, and died there in June, 1871. 
She was the daughter of John George Children, Assistant Librarian (i.e.. 
Keeper of the Zoological Department) of the British Museum from 1816 to 
1839. On his retirement he lived with his daughter at Halstead; he died 
January 1, 1852, and a memoir of him by Mrs. Atkins was privately printed 
in 1853. Mrs. Atkins had a large collection of British plants, which at her 
death was bequeathed to the British Museum, and is now incorporated in 
the British herbarium there.  

How many copies of these cyanotype impressions were issued by Mrs. 
Atkins I have no means of knowing. From the great labour entailed in their 
production it is obvious that only a very few could possibly have been got 
together. Mr. Britten informs me that there is one in the British Museum. 
The number of impressions is, however, 411, against 379 in the present 
volumes, but the introductory prefatory matter is awanting. My informant 
is of opinion that a set is also to be found at Kew. The remaining point to 
be noticed in connection with the cyanotypes shown this evening is the 
fact that they originally belonged to the late Robert Hunt, F.R.S. In his 



early days Hunt worked assiduously at photography, and it is extremely 
probable that he received these impressions direct from the author. He 
was the author of various manuals bearing on photography, but his most 
important work is his “Researches on Light.” To Hunt we are indebted for 
the use of iron sulphate as a developer in the collodion process. 

––––––––––––––––––––––––– 

https://archive.org/details/researchesonlig00huntgoog/page/n9


Photographs of British Algae 
Cyanotype Impressions 

Anna Atkins 

The Collection 

SPENCER COLLECTION 

This Spencer Collection copy of “Photographs of British Algae: Cyanotype 
Impressions” from The New York Public Library comprises Parts I-II, Parts 
IV-XII, variant issue of part IV, Volumes I and III, and 2 loose prints (333 
photographs). 

The following text accompanies The New York Public Library published works of Anna 
Atkins, Photographs of British Algae: Cyanotype Impressions 

COLLECTION HISTORY 

Photographs of British Algae is a landmark in the histories both of 
photography and of publishing: the first photographic work by a woman, 
and the first book produced entirely by photographic means. Instantly 
recognizable today as the blueprint process, the cyanotypes lend 
themselves beautifully to illustrate objects found in the sea. The Library's 
copy of British Algae originally belonged to Sir John Herschel 

https://www.nypl.org/about/divisions/wallach-division/spencer-collection
http://digitalcollections.nypl.org/collections/28d304b0-c612-012f-cd39-58d385a7bc34
http://digitalcollections.nypl.org/collections/28d304b0-c612-012f-cd39-58d385a7bc34
http://digitalcollections.nypl.org/collections/28d304b0-c612-012f-cd39-58d385a7bc34


(1792-1871), inventor of the blueprint process, among his many other 
photographic as well as scientific advances. One of thirteen known copies 
of the title, Photographs of British Algae was acquired in 1985 at auction 
directly from Herschel's descendants. 

BACKGROUND 

"The difficulty of making accurate drawings of objects as minute as many 
of the Algae and Confera, has induced me to avail myself of Sir John 
Herschel's beautiful process of Cyanotype, to obtain impressions of the 
plants themselves," explained Anna Atkins in October 1843. Mrs. Atkins 
(1799-1871) was an amateur botanist especially interested in scientific 
illustration and taxonomy. Her goal in producing Photographs of British 
Algae was to provide a visual companion to William Harvey's pioneering 
but unillustrated 1841 publication Manual of British Algae; to that end, 
Atkins's specimen titles follow Harvey's nomenclature. 

Through her father, scientist John George Children (1777-1852) whose 
Royal Society circle included Herschel and William Henry Fox Talbot 
(1800-1877), Atkins was aware of the group's experiments with 
photography. Talbot's "photogenic drawing" technique involved placing a 
flat object against a light-sensitized sheet of paper (sometimes pressed 
beneath a sheet of glass to prevent movement and ensure a sharp image) 
and exposing it to sunlight until the area around the object began to 
darken. Herschel devised a chemical method to halt the darkening and "fix" 
Talbot's silver-salt image - the basis for all photography until the digital 
era. 



Hershel experimented with other light-sensitive metal compounds in 
addition to silver, and in 1842 discovered that colorless, water-soluble iron 
salts, when exposed to sunlight, form the compound known as Prussian 
Blue; unexposed areas remain unaffected and the salt rinses away in plain 
water, leaving a blue 'negative' image. Inexpensive and easy to use, the 
blueprinting process, or cyanotype, is familiar today as an artists' medium 
as well as a popular children's pastime. 

Atkins used Talbot's "photogenic drawing" method, arranging her 
specimens on sheets of glass for easier handling for repeat exposures, and 
adopted Herschel's blueprinting process, to generate the multiple copies of 
specimen plates comprising Photographs of British Algae. She also used 
this same method to produce title pages and contents lists instead of 
having them conventionally typeset. Atkins issued the work in parts, 
distributing them privately between 1843 and 1853; she occasionally 
supplied new plates as updates and substitutions when better specimens 
were available (for example, see the variations in The Library's two copies 
of Part IV), which recipients all handled differently. Today British Algae 
survives in at least thirteen different copies in widely varying states of 
completeness. The Library's copy is among the most complete; it is also 
one of the most rare for retaining its original parts' wrappers and stitching. 

Following the conclusion of British Algae, Atkins explored the cyanotype 
medium for more personal expression, creating assemblages of flowers and 
plants in elegant and sometimes whimsical designs. In some of her 
scientific plates one catches a glimpse of her ability to compose an 
arrangement in defiance of anything found in nature. 



RELATED RESOURCES 

Armstrong, Carol and Catherine de Zegher, eds. Ocean Flowers; 
Impressions from Nature. (2004) 

Schaaf, Larry and Hans Kraus, Jr. Sun Gardens: Victorian Photograms by 
Anna Atkins. (c1985) 

Ware, Mike. Cyanomicon: The History, Science and Art of Photographic 
Printing in Prussian Blue. (2017) 

COLLECTION DATA 

DESCRIPTION 

Atkins based her nomenclature on A manual of the British algae, by 
William H. Harvey (London, 1841; revised edition published under title A 
manual of the British marine algae, 1849). Cyanotyped throughout on J. 
Whatman Turkey Mill paper [ed. watermark seen on many of the sheets]. 
Text reproduced from the author's handwriting. For detailed account of 
publishing history and illustration process and description of extant 
copies, cf. Sun gardens : Victorian photograms / by Anna Atkins ; text by 
Larry J. Schaaf. New York : Aperture, c1985. Issued as 12 parts numbered 
I-XII, 1843-1850, and 3 volumes, 1850-1853. Each part contains 1 leaf of 
text (table of contents, with part designation) and 12 plates, except pt. I, 
which contains 4 leaves of text (t.p., dedication, preface, contents) and 8 
plates. These parts were intended to be incorporated with the subsequent 

https://www.mikeware.co.uk/downloads/Cyanomicon_II.pdf
https://www.mikeware.co.uk/downloads/Cyanomicon_II.pdf
https://www.mikeware.co.uk/downloads/Cyanomicon_II.pdf


plates issued in 3 v., with volume title pages and tables of contents 
cancelling the earlier ones applicable to the parts and some cancellations 
of individual plates, for a total of 14 leaves of text and 389 plates. Extant 
copies vary greatly in content and makeup; cf. Schaaf. "The first published 
book printed and illustrated by photography"--Schaaf, page 8. 

NAMES 

Atkins, Anna, 1799-1871 (Photographer) 
Herschel, John F. W. (John Frederick William), Sir, 1792-1871 (Former 
owner) 
Herschel-Shorland, John (Former owner) 
Cohen, Claudia, 1953- (Binder) 
Harvey, William H. (William Henry), 1811-1866 (Associated name) 

DATES / ORIGIN 

Date Issued: 1843 - 1853 
Place: Halstead Place, Sevenoaks, England 
Publisher: Anna Atkins 

LIBRARY LOCATIONS 

Spencer Collection 
Shelf locator: Spencer Coll. Eng. 1843 93-440 

TOPICS 

Algae -- Great Britain 
Algae -- Catalogs and collections -- Great Britain 
Plants in art 
Blueprinting -- Specimens 

https://digitalcollections.nypl.org/search/index?filters%5BnamePart_mtxt_s%5D%5B%5D=Atkins,%20Anna,%201799-1871&keywords=&layout=false
https://digitalcollections.nypl.org/search/index?filters%5BnamePart_mtxt_s%5D%5B%5D=Herschel,%20John%20F.%20W.%20(John%20Frederick%20William),%20Sir,%201792-1871&keywords=&layout=false
https://digitalcollections.nypl.org/search/index?filters%5BnamePart_mtxt_s%5D%5B%5D=Herschel-Shorland,%20John&keywords=&layout=false
https://digitalcollections.nypl.org/search/index?filters%5BnamePart_mtxt_s%5D%5B%5D=Cohen,%20Claudia,%201953-&keywords=&layout=false
https://digitalcollections.nypl.org/search/index?filters%5BnamePart_mtxt_s%5D%5B%5D=Harvey,%20William%20H.%20(William%20Henry),%201811-1866&keywords=&layout=false
https://digitalcollections.nypl.org/search/index?year_begin=1843&year_end=1853&keywords=&layout=false
https://digitalcollections.nypl.org/search/index?filters%5BplaceTerm_mtxt_s%5D%5B%5D=Halstead%20Place,%20Sevenoaks,%20England&keywords=&layout=false
https://digitalcollections.nypl.org/search/index?filters%5Bpublisher_mtxt_s%5D%5B%5D=Anna%20Atkins&keywords=&layout=false
https://digitalcollections.nypl.org/divisions/spencer-collection


Photography -- Early works to 1850 

GENRES 

Photographs 
Photograms 
Books 

NOTES 

Content: Accompanied by the green cloth portfolio with ms. label "Mrs. 
Atkins's British Algae, Vol. 1" and typescript label "Cataloged by M.F.H." in 
which item was housed in the Herschel library. 

Content: Each part and vol. issued in Prussian blue wrappers. 

Content: Spencer Coll. copy comprises pts. I-II, 2 issues of pt. IV (with 
varying contents leaf), pts. V-XII and v. 1; no. 2 in Schaaf's inventory (p. 
41). Part I of this copy is reproduced in Schaaf, p. 10-22. 

Content: Spencer Coll. copy has ms. "Notice" inserted in v. I. 

Content: Author's presentation copy, inscribed to Sir John F.W. Herschel 
(inventor of the cyanotype process), Oct. 1843. 

Content: Spencer Coll. copy of parts and vol. I, with 2 loose prints: 
Accompanied by the green cloth portfolio (from a cloth case binding for 
"Jamieson's Scottish dictionary") in which item was housed in the Herschel 
library, with manuscript label "Mrs. Atkins's British Algae, Vol. 1" and 3 
typescript labels, one reading "Cataloged by M.F.H." Conserved in 2 
custom natural linen-covered clamshell cases by Claudia Cohen. 



Date: Dates for all parts and volumes, except for Part I and Volume III, 
inferred from Larry Schaaf, "The First Photographically Printed and 
Illustrated Book," The Papers of the Bibliographical Society of America 73, 
no. 2 (Second Quarter, 1979): 209-224. 

PHYSICAL DESCRIPTION 

Extent: 12 parts, 3 volumes : photographs (photograms, cyanotype, white 
on blue) ; 27 cm 

Spencer Coll. copy contains a total of 333 leaves of cyanotypes, each 
approximately 27 x 21 cm. There are 310 leaves of images and 23 leaves of 
text. 

Cyanotypes 

TYPE OF RESOURCE 

Still image 

IDENTIFIERS 

RLIN/OCLC: NYPG93-B73161 
NYPL catalog ID (B-number): b11861683 
Universal Unique Identifier (UUID): 28d304b0-c612-012f-
cd39-58d385a7bc34 

http://catalog.nypl.org/record=b11861683
http://digitalcollections.nypl.org/collections/28d304b0-c612-012f-cd39-58d385a7bc34
http://digitalcollections.nypl.org/collections/28d304b0-c612-012f-cd39-58d385a7bc34
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