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Introduction
by Omar Willey


I've admired Anna Atkins for years. Not only did she produce what is most likely the first photo-book, released eight months before William Henry Fox Talbot's legendary The Pencil of Nature, and most certainly produced the first photo-book by a female photographer, she also created lovely images.

Despite its historical significance, there are no freely available electronic versions of Ms. Atkins' book. Partly this is because there are only seventeen known copies of the work in existence. Partly it is because none of those seventeen copies have the same number of prints, and therefore there are multiple editions to cause some dissonance. The book was released in three volumes between 1843 and 1853, but upon releasing each volume the author re-organized the earlier volumes. Furthermore, the first edition released never had a volume number at all, so that Volume 1 contains completely different photographs. Too, the number of plates in the extant editions of the books varies wildly from 151 to 429.

However, I think the real reason no one has bothered to release an edition of the book is because it isn't hip. That may be changing, however. In 2015, Google gave the world anAnna Atkins Google Doodlefor her 216th birthday. Progress…however glacial.

This edition I have cobbled together exclusively for members ofThe Seattle Star,the online journal of culture of which I am publisher. It is far from complete. It is intended to be a prototype. The plates included here form, to the best of my knowledge, a complete edition of the original release from 1843. It is based upon the version of the book owned by Sir John Herschel himself, who invented the cyanotype process which Ms. Atkins uses. That copy now resides in the New York Public Library. The NYPL's digital version allegedly has 285 plates, but many of those plates are blank section dividers. It also has two separate versions of Part Four, yet it completely lacks a Part Three. You can see why people give up.

I have included the plates that form Part Three in the original version using plates from another source—the copy held by the Detroit Institute of the Arts. I have done basic photographic corrections: removing tape and some scratch marks and particulates, some basic sharpening, setting consistent levels, and the like. I have not by any means done an exhaustive professional correction of every plate. Since I have no direct access to an original copy, any such correction would be guesswork. If someone would like to pay me to do so for real, I'm more than happy to oblige, but this was done rather more quickly than all that.

The 81 plates that form the rest of Sir John Herschel's copy of the book are labeled Volume 1 and are not included in this version. I intend to do a more thorough version of the book at some future point which will include them, if I'm fortunate enough to get anything out of the Pommies at the British Library or Royal Society, in an authoritative version. However, depending as it does on Englishmen, it may be years away.

Meanwhile, enjoy this reconstruction of the original version and its Parts 1-12.

Thank you for reading the Star, and believing in the Commons.




The difficulty of making accurate drawings of objects so minute as many of the algae and Confervae, has induced me to avail myself of Sir John Herschel's beautiful process of Cyanotype to obtain impression 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 Algae on this occasion.

The names refer to Harvey's Manual of British Algae. 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.
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