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Tamfyseh grumbiled about the 1865 photo of him by the "greatest plctoralist of her day™

Eminent Victorians

Judia Margaret Carreron’s evocative photographs of Lord Tennyson and other
1 9th-century British notables pioneered the art of portraiture - BY VICTORIA OLSEN

WHEN ALFRED, LORD TENNYSON first saw the phorograph
that his friend Julia Margaret Cameron took of him in May
1865, he joked that he looked like a *dirty monk.” After the
portrait was exhibived, a crivic wrote that any coure in the
land would consader it sufficient evidence to convicr Ten-
nyson, England’s most celebraved poet, of vagrancy,
Cameron, the daugheer of English civil servants and a de-
scendant of French expatriates in India, was 49 years old at

the vimie and living near Tennvson in the village of Freshwater
on the Ide of Wight. A mother of six, she had taken up pho-
tography only the year before, afver her daughrer and son-in-
I.I'-'!-'E.I'-"E' heer a camera and saad, “lt My AFTIsE VO, Mather, oo
oy to photopragh during vour solirude ar Freshwarer”
Thﬂg_i ft -.Fr:trh:ud a passign, and within months Cameron
had mastered the difficult wer collodion technique of devel:
oping photographs. She began exhibiting and selling her bold,
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“This is not dirt,” Cameron said of her stained hands, “but art

Camersn (below, I TB74) staged many painterly Bible soorses, In
1872's “Angel of 1he MatlWit" & gReal-RiEcs \Wars TWan's wings

evocative work almost immediarely Photography itself was
harely three decades old, and Cameron would be recognized
as a pioneer of portrait photography and one of the first
women in the field. An exhibition of her pho-
tographs is scheduled po open Uetober 21 at
the Gretry Center in Los Angeles,

Cameron'’s first subjects were family mem
bers, servants and neighbors, She created large,
slightly Blurred picrures that had a seriking in-
tirnacy, especially compared with the small,
fosrmal portraits of the time. She posed mem-
beers of her househald in rales from literatwre
or the Bible. Her maids |.I]J:n.'lJ :1I'|;.'.'n"|": and
Madonnas, But she is best known for her i
traits of leading literary and scientific figures, including
Thomas I:,'.,qu_l. =, Sap Iln:rhn Herschiel, Anthony -:I'rlr“.-llpc and
Charles Darwan

Cameron seemed to relish the power thar photegraphy
gave her over her subjpeces. She demanded char they sit for
hours while she posed them and then exposed the large glass
plate negatives she wied. Carlvle described his sitring as an
=imferno,” Tennyson was ane of her most frequent models.
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“Althoweh I bully vou,” she once vold him, I have a corner of
warship for you in my heart,” Her “Direy Monk™ porrair, she
reportedly boasved, was a “column of immaortal grandeur
done by my will against his will,”

[here 1% an approprialc pravitas e Cameron's PeOITrEIT O
the craggy-faced Tennyson, author of the elegiac *In Memern-
am A, H. H." and "The Charge of the Light Brigade™ and Eng-
land’s poct baereate at the time it was aken, Yee he also appears
disheveled and downright ordinary, and thus Cameron cap
tures something paradoxical abour him, that he is both mortal
and immortal, sublime and mavbe adiculows. Carmeron kefr ber
muark in another way She printed a blob of emualsion that had
dripped onto the glss negative. T her, faoas werne 2 signof orig-
irality, amd more. When someond saxd the photographic chem
icals :rh.1'r starned Camenons hands made her resemble a beg
gar, by rl.-|:|||:-|.'||: “This is nor dirt, bat an!™

Cameron found herself ac the center of the debate over
the W mednm. Some e L, 1.':I'|;"-h.'|‘li:'!|:ng phﬂ[fﬁj.fr-ip!'l}"‘-
scientific roots, complained about her "'.|:||.1'.1:|_!:_i:\.' and insIste-
ed that images should be clear and sharply focused. Bur she
argued thar photography was an art form and defended her
approach, Blurriness inclhaded. *Whar is focus and wha has
the right to say what focus is the legitimare focus®” she de-
manided of her critics

Diespite their srarus, Cameron and her legal scholar hus
bamnd, Charles Hay Cameron, had livtle momes: In che 1576,
with debis piling up, she attempied to trade on Tenmwson's phe
nomenally suocesiul “ ldvlls of the Boeg, " which chronicled the
fall of Camelot, and set out to publish rwo volumes of photo
graphs inspired by the epic poem. She hired models and made
hundreds of studies. She wsed che "Dirmy Monk™ a5 a fron-
tispiece, and lenmyson's signature :|E|E:-e':|nu|| in the boak. All o
o avail. She sold so few copdes she didn't even cover ber costs.

In 1875, Cameron and her hudsand moved o
Sri Lanka, where three of their five sons were
managing coffee plantations, She would rake
photographs in S0 Lanka, but never publish or
exhibit them; her brief professsanal carcer was
essentially over. She died theee inoi8sgatage 63
( [ennyson would die 1§ vears Ester at age 330

Cameroi's life and work has long incrigued
scholars and artists. In 1923, Virgainia Woold, a
great-niece of Cameron'’s, wrote 8 comic play,
Fresbapater, about the cole of art and beauey
Th.l.r hl:rr||u1|-:!-|.'-.|.{'_1n:||.'|||:| and Teansso. In the |'l|..|:-. Hdpl:l]
i (93§ &5 an amateur theatrical fi I-r Woolt's |‘|-|4:-r||1|.'\-||'.1r:.
Friends anad relatives, Cameron depares England for 56 Lanka
with a valediction: “Take my lens, | '|'||,'|'||.|q:|'.|‘| it to my e
scendants, See that it s abways shghtly our of focus,” o

VICTORTA GLEEN f1 the anthor of the pust-pubibed Sook
From Life: Jula Margaret Cameron & Victorian Photography

(R P T g



