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The art of cameraless photography dates back to the very discovery of photography and 
cyanotypes, in particular, have an illustrious history, discovered by the English polymath, 
mathematician, astronomer, chemist, inventor, and experimental photographer, Sir John 
Hershel. The first and most famous proponent of the form, Anna Atkins, published the first 
photography book of photograms made using the cyanotype process. Angela Chalmers, 
our featured photographer this issue, takes this historical process and extends it through 
contemporary digital photography and a ‘digital negatives’ to develop the process further. 
Seeing photographers combine such historical techniques with cutting-edge practices makes 
me think that we are unlikely to lose old photographic processes completely. The same is true 
of the new generation of photographers who are using film but scanning the results and using 
inkjet printers to create the final work. In many ways. Photography is like any practice, old 
techniques are borrowed and transformed by new generations of proponents to create novel 
work. I hope this means that there will be a small but significant number of photographers 
keeping most processes alive for future generations to discover and develop for themselves.
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Can you tell readers a little about yourself – your education, 

early interests and career – and the places in which you grew 

up and now live?

 My journey begins in the pottery district of Stoke-on-Trent. When 
I was born my mother was employed as a fine china lithographic 
artist. As a young girl, I remember her explaining how floral 
patterns were created on the side of teacups. My father served in 
the RAF during the 1950s and was a keen amateur photographer.

 His work brought the family to the Yorkshire coast when I was 
four years old. This is where I attended school and college and 
also where I first experienced a photographic darkroom. I studied 
Fashion and Textiles and one of our photography assignments was 
to shoot clothing using studio lighting. One of my fellow students 
arrived with a black Victorian dress, cape and bonnet. I jumped at 
the chance to model the outfit. Little did I know that this would be 

the start of my love affair with ‘Victoriana’. 

 After leaving college I found myself working for many years 
in retail, mostly in the fashion industry. I specialised in visual 
merchandising and window display. I guess this is how I initially 
gained creative fulfilment.

 In the late 1990s, I moved to London with my husband David 
Chalmers. He is a trained still-life photographer. I worked 
alongside him as a commercial photographic stylist. At the same 
time, I worked part-time in a store in Covent Garden. I spent my 
lunch breaks visiting the National Gallery and my interest in fine 
art started to grow. I also worked very close to the Photographers 
Gallery in Great Newport Street, near Leicester Square (now 
located in Soho). This was my first proper introduction to 
contemporary photography.

Featured Photographer |  Angela Chalmers

Angela Chalmers

I am a photographer and painter living 
and working in North Yorkshire. My 
art training began in London and I 
graduated with a BA in Fine Art from 
the University of Hull. I have exhibited 
in London, New York and Sweden. 
My work is held in private collections 
worldwide.

angelachalmers.com

Angela Chalmers

 Angela Chalmers is a visual artist based in Scarborough, North Yorkshire, who uses painting, 

printmaking and photography to explore the themes that interest her. I spotted her beautiful 

“Botanicals” - created using the cyanotype method - in this year’s North Yorkshire Open Stu-

dios guide; she has also recently exhibited with husband David Chalmers at the Joe Cornish 

Galleries and led two workshops there.

http://www.angelachalmers.com
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It was an inspirational period in my life that kick-started a 
return to education. I enrolled on a photography course 
at Greenwich and began my art studies as a mature 
student. After returning home to North Yorkshire I gained 
a place to study Fine Art at the University of Hull and 
graduated with a First Class degree in 2005.

How did this change your personal vision and 

ambitions?

 My return to education totally transformed my personal 
vision. At the same time, I experienced the sudden 
loss of my father and totally immersed myself into my 
studies. I encountered a large amount of soul searching. 
I found this very important to do, as it provided clarity 
and focus on moving forward into a new chapter of my 
creative self.

You’ve said that you’d always been a keen 

photographer. When did you start and what kind of 

images did you initially want to make?

 My first camera was a brand new Polaroid Square 
Shooter 2, which was given to me on Christmas day 
when I was about ten years old. At the time my father 
owned a Yashica twin-lens reflex. He shot all our family 
photographs using it, and I remember that he had a hard 
job keeping his precious camera out of my hands.

 I was intrigued that Polaroid prints were instant. 
Obviously, not as immediate as they are these days with 
digital technology. I felt great excitement to capture and 
see an image instantly. I experience the same magic 
when processing cyanotypes.

 My subject, in the beginning, was my family and friends. 
It was always people or events that would interest me. 
During the Christmases to follow I received a variety of 
cameras. It is funny to think that each one was lighter, 
slimmer or less boxy than the previous.

Featured Photographer | Angela Chalmers

What role does photography now have for you and 

what part does a camera play?

 After several years of experimenting with camera-less 
photography, the use of a camera has started to play 
a larger part in my practice. I am now exploring digital 
negatives using a Canon 5D. ‘The Flower Collector’ 
is a series of abstract female forms that incorporate 
photogram elements. My prints are contact printed and 
multi-layered with real flowers during the same exposure. 
I am playing around with concepts that relate to Victorian 
ideas of gathering and preserving flowers, whilst 
highlighting the modern-day appeal for floral collections 
tattooed on the skin. I have taken to inverting my final 
images to create otherworldly compositions.

Who (photographers, artists or individuals) or what 

has most inspired you, or driven you forward in your 

own development? From where (or whom) do you 

draw inspiration?

 I admire work by Francesca Woodman, an American 
photographer best known for her black and white 
representations of self and friends. Her images provide 
many narratives and they speak to me on lots of levels, 
especially about female visibility and invisibility.

 I am interested in social history, particularly the roles of 
women in the Victorian era. My current work responds 
to Miss Mary Craven (1814 – 1889) who generously 
provided the finances to build a high church named St 
Martin-on-the-Hill. Miss Craven has become my muse, 
along with the art of the Pre-Raphaelites. The stained 
glass windows and altar paintings are designed by 
them. I discovered that I live in the former home of Miss 
Craven. This finding provided a huge source of inspiration 
for a new body of work. I talk more about this later.

 I also like to read poetry for creative stimulation. Words 
by Tennyson have added significance to a few of my 
nature works.Kiss Of Peace

http://www.tate.org.uk/art/artists/francesca-woodman-10512
https://www.angelachalmers.com/mary-craven/
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What effect has the work of Anna Atkins and Julia Margaret 

Cameron had on you?

 I am deeply influenced by them. I often try to imagine what 
it must have been like to live in Victorian England as a woman 
working in photography.

 Last year I made a special trip to the print room at the Victoria 
& Albert Museum, London, to see work by Anna Atkins. Her 
cyanotypes showed extreme sensitivity and respect for her 
subject and were beautifully conveyed.

 At a time when sharpness and technical qualities were valued at 
the birth of photography, Julia Margaret Cameron freed herself 
from those constraints. I find her liberal approach to her working 
methods highly motivating.

 Last year I was one of seven artists who was selected for their 
use of themes and processes, which harmonise with the work 
by Julia Margaret Cameron. Each artist was given a title from 
a series of images by Cameron held in the Tennyson archive in 
Lincoln. My given title was ‘The Kiss of Peace’. I was asked not 
to view the original version, as the intention was to provide a 
contemporary response to the themes used by her.

 In my piece, I chose to use specific flowers and plants, in 
particular, long dried grasses, ferns, wildflowers and two single 
white lilies. Elements of barbed wire were added also. Through 
an imagined landscape my aim was to capture the forms and 
rhythms of nature that often converge in a chaotic manner. The 
white lilies unite, reflecting back to the Victorian language of a holy 
kiss. The exhibition was held at The Collection, Lincoln.

Botanical 13

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Anna_Atkins
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Julia_Margaret_Cameron
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How did you first become interested in alternative 

photographic processes and what is their appeal? 

Would you like to give readers a brief insight into 

the process and the opportunities that it affords 

for image making? Is the choice of paper/medium 

important to the end result?

 As an art student, I was searching for my own visual 
language. I started painting and experimented mostly 
with inks on paper. I was investigating the colour 
blue, and one day I fell upon a particular blue toned 
photograph in an old book. It attracted me immediately 

– it was a cyanotype. I quickly went out and bought the 
chemicals and made a few experiments using digital 
negatives, although it wasn’t until the summer of 2012 
that the process caught my full attention.

 The historic nature of the process appeals to my 
fascination with the distant past. Cyanotypes were 
invented in 1842 by Sir John Herschel and utilised within 
that year by Anna Atkins. For twenty years she made 
photograms of seaweed. She has been noted as the 
first female photographer to produce a photographic 
book.

 My cyanotypes are produced in the same way, using 
the exact formula that Herschel discovered. It is a 
two part chemical mixture of ferric ammonium citrate 
and potassium ferricyanide that when mixed together 
becomes sensitive to ultraviolet light.

 It’s a hands-on process starting with the application of 
a chemical solution. The painter inside me still strives 
for painterly marks making each print unique and 
impossible to repeat.

I prefer to work with three-dimensional objects without 
the use of glass. This allows the light to pass around 
and through transparent objects causing shadows to be 
captured in unpredictable ways. The blend of chemistry, 
sunlight and nature are intoxicating. Results often 
surprise me…it’s magical.

 I use heavyweight watercolour papers, such as HP 
Arches Aquarelle and Indian rag papers. I have had 
great results with cotton muslin and silk too. It might 
be worth noting that cyanotypes don’t always need to 
be blue. For ‘Floral Poetry’ I preferred a sepia tone. I 
did this with a bleaching agent and a long soak in a fine 
source of tannin…Yorkshire Tea!

Cyanotypes can sometimes seem rather flat but you 

composite in a way that adds a lightness of touch, 

even a sense of movement, and you also create 

three dimensional installations using the process? I 

guess we have to ask you about ‘Mary’?

 I sometimes move objects around during exposure 
to allow for varying tones. This helps to create depth 
and prevent that flat, silhouette look. A strong direct 
light source can help too. For example, a single blade 
of grass can create a shadow on the paper, if it is not 
lying flat. This shadow gently protects the paper from 
exposure and creates another blue tone.

Flower Collecter 5

Featured Photographer | Angela Chalmers
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 The making of ‘Something About Mary’ was a huge departure 
from my usual work. I started with an idea to cyanotype lengths 
of fabric, and then it developed into a 3D structure recalling my 
ancient dressmaking skills.

 I layered the dress with a design that is connected to the 
medievalism of the Pre-Raphaelite art and an unexpected story 
about Mary. I spent many hours studying the stained glass 
windows and noted many recurring themes, especially white lilies. 
These are incorporated in the skirt. Through research, I discovered 
that the respectable Miss Craven was cautioned for picking 
flowers in the public gardens where I walk daily. The lower pattern 
of the dress refers to this story – a cliff top walk through oak 
saplings, ground-creeping ivy, long grasses and wildflowers.

 ‘The Flower Collector’ and ‘Floral Poetry’ are interconnecting 
pieces that are part of my research into Mary Craven. It is an 
expanding body of work that continues to grow.

Where has your work taken you recently and what reactions 

to you commonly get from people attending workshops?

 I was invited to exhibit my cyanotypes earlier this year in Sweden. 
It was a fantastic opportunity to show my work to a different 
audience. I am delighted that alternative photography is now 
grabbing everyone’s attention. I ran two cyanotype workshops 
for art students and professional artists. I have to say that people 
seem to leave my classes wanting more – the process is so 
addictive!

Would you like to choose 2-3 favourite images from your own 

portfolio and tell us a little about why you’ve chosen them? 

(Feel free to select any of your images or processes)

Botanical 2

Featured Photographer | Angela Chalmers
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ANTIQUE VEIL

 From my favourites, I choose ‘Antique Veil’. This 
piece was one of the first cyanotype photograms 
I produced as a professional artist and not as a 
student. It has been described as both haunting 
and sensitive at the same time. It hangs in my 
studio, and occasionally it stops me in my tracks 
with its presence. The process has captured the 
tulle netting exquisitely. Clearly defined edges 
unite the softer, blurry edges providing ambiguity 
and a sense of the tactile.



SLEEP WALKING

 ‘Sleep Walking’ is one of my largest works being 
5ft x 4ft. I have chosen this one, as it demon-
strates the effect of my controlled UV light source. 
The vignette appearance is due to a natural fall-off 
of light from my overhead mercury vapour lamp. I 
have to admit it was one of those ‘happy accident’ 
moments, which I wholly embraced.



THE FLOWER COLLECTOR #3

 ‘The Flower Collector #3’ is inspired by my fascination 

with Victorian miniature portraits and silhouette heads. 
I have started to collect early carte de visites that 
provide invaluable reference material. I am excited by 

the creative potential of creating many more versions, 
as this particular print has recently found a new home in 
Sweden.
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What role does your morning walk play for you, and to what 

extent are you inspired by your local surroundings?

 I adore where I live. It’s full of Victorian splendour, the cliff top 
views are spectacular and the sea air is fresh. My morning walk to 
the darkroom studio is often the start of my working day. I absorb 
myself in nature and often collect specimens that I will utilise that 
day. You could say that I bring my local landscape into the studio. 
My subject is literally on the doorstep. These beautiful gardens are 
documented frequently in my botanical series.

You’ve said that you see beauty in decay and are interested in 

surface textures that reveal the passing of time. Do you think 

that this will manifest itself in new work?

 I would like to experiment with other alternative processes, such 
as chemigrams. It is a unique process that uses resists on photo-
graphic paper. The results may provide the textural qualities and 
sense of history that I am forever drawn towards.

Do you have any projects or ambitions for the future or sub-

jects that you would like to explore further? I read that there 

may be a possibility of you turning your seasonal flower and 

plant cyanotypes into a book?

 I have been invited to be artist-in-residence at St Martin-on-the-
Hill. I am currently working on future ideas for this, and will most 
probably involve more stories about Mary. I would love to see my 
work published in a book, but for now, I will continue printing my 
own original book, inspired by Anna Atkins.

Hogweed
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Discuss this article
Click here to view and discuss
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Interview by
Michéla Griffith

Photographer Michéla Griffith 
looks to create individual 
images that show that the 
camera is a creative tool as 
much as a paintbrush, and is 
hopeful that she is making 
some progress as her images 
of water and light are often 
mistaken for paintings. 
She exhibits locally and is a 
member of the professional 
artists’ association Peak 
District Artisans

michelagriffith.com
Flickr, Facebook, Twitter

I know that you love going to your studio and that 

what you do doesn’t feel like work to you, but if you 

had to take a break for a week, what might you end 

up doing (i.e. do you have other interests)? Mind you, 

I notice that even when you go away your cyanotypes 

seem to keep happening….

 Yes, I find it impossible to switch off. David and I enjoy the 
landscape and the North York Moors National Park is only a 
short distance away. It has a much to offer for both of us. 
I’ve had fabulous printing sessions on the moors and on 
the beach. My location kit comprises ready-coated paper, a 
processing tray and a large bottle of water. When travelling 
further afield, I just can’t resist packing my suitcase with 
relevant materials. This is just in case I find a rare flower of 
course!

Who do you admire? Is there anyone (a photographer, 

amateur or professional) that you’d like to suggest we 

interview in future?

 Without wishing to be biased, I admire the eye of my hus-
band David Chalmers. He has been my biggest inspiration. 
Together we share an alternative photographic darkroom. 
His landscapes are produced using silver, salt and carbon 
transfer.

Thank you, Angela - I’m sure that you will have now in-

spired a number of our readers to see what is possible 

without a camera.

If you’d like to see more of Angela’s work, her website is at 
www.angelachalmers.com/

https://www.onlandscape.co.uk/2017/09/angela-chalmers-featured-photographer/
http://www.michelagriffith.com
https://www.flickr.com/photos/michela_griffith
https://www.facebook.com/michelagriffithphotography
https://twitter.com/michelagriffith
https://carbonprinting.wordpress.com
http://www.angelachalmers.com/
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Angela Chalmers

PORTFOLIO
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Beach Print
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Botanical 2
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Church View
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Cotton Grass
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Dandelion Fern
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Flower Collecter 5
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Hogweed
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KissOfPeace
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Mary-Pannett Gallery
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Toned Cyan
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Toned Floral
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Antique Veil
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Sleepwalking
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The Flower Collector 3 




