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Portraits in the Home 

In July 1861 the photographer, Vernon Heath, was informed that Prince Albert 

intended to visit his studio for a sitting. ‘This’, wrote Heath in his subsequent 
Recollections, ‘was unusual, it being the custom in those days for the artist to go to 

the palace’. 
i
 Throughout the nineteenth century commercial portrait photographers 

regularly attended on their customers at home. Their photographs were normally 
taken outside in the garden or backyard, or at the front door or garden gate. Only 

the very rich had their portraits taken inside their own homes. In his autobiography 
the self-styled court photographer Richard Speaight recalls no shortage of 

commissions at the turn of the century to photograph the rich and titled on their 
own premises.

ii
 His first task on arrival was to trawl the client’s house in search of a 

room where daylight entered from the north. This could then be converted into a 
makeshift studio using painted backdrops or curtains to conceal the domestic setting. 

Choice items of furniture could be borrowed from the house to use as accessories. 
It can therefore be very difficult to distinguish photographs made under these 

conditions from those that were actually taken in a conventional studio. Contextual 
documentation can often prove decisive. Speaight was summoned to attend at 

weddings and christenings, to photograph peers in their coronation robes etc. These 
are the usual range of special occasions that attracted sitters to the studio. The rich 

therefore appear to have been purchasing comfort, convenience and privacy. 
 

‘At Home’ Portraits 

However, formal portraits that replicated studio conventions in the client’s home 

should be clearly differentiated from a new style of portrait practice which came to 
prominence in the 1890s – the so-called ‘At Home’ portrait. The title presumably 

plays on that aspect of Victorian etiquette when ladies where known to be ‘at home’ 
to callers and therefore on public display in the domestic setting. The widespread 

introduction of gelatino-bromide negatives in the 1880s probably encouraged this 
development. For the first time negatives could be bought readymade, exposed at 

will and left to await development at the photographer’s convenience. In addition, 
they were much faster than collodion negatives reducing exposure time from 

seconds to fractions of a second.  In ‘At Home’ portraits the sitters are frequently 
portrayed as if engaging in everyday, domestic but genteel 

occupations such as knitting, reading etc. (Figure 1.) Such 
activities lend the portrait a more homely, less formal 

character. In addition, the furniture, furnishings and decoration 

of the room form an integral component of the picture and no 

attempt is made to hide them behind curtains or backdrops. 
The sitters in these portraits were certainly prosperous, but 

not in the same social class as royalty or the aristocracy. 

 
Figure 1. Unknown Photographer, At Home portrait of unknown gentleman, c.1890s, cabinet. 
Photo: Courtesy Audrey Linkman.  

 

 



Post-Mortem Portraits 

 
However, there existed one type of portrait commission, that, in Britain at any rate, 

was normally undertaken inside the customer’s own home whatever their social 
status. That was the post-mortem portrait. Like the other photographs discussed in 

this paper, post-mortems remained a minority practice in Britain. In the Victorian 
period the dying were usually nursed at home and the body of the deceased was 

accorded respectful treatment in the home during the period between death and 
disposal. 

 
On arrival at the house the photographer was constrained to work in the room 

where the body had been placed – living room, bedroom, nursery etc. The dead 
person was photographed only after s/he had been laid out. Laying out involved 

procedures such as washing the body, styling the hair, dressing in best clothes and 
placing the dead person amid choice surroundings. The body was arrayed for a final 

public appearance in the world of the living when friends and relatives came to pay 
their last respects. These preparations mirror the behaviour of the living before they 

sat for a portrait which would attempt to portray an idealised image by emphasising 
good points and concealing or shadowing perceived defects. Photographers of the 

dead obeyed a similar imperative to idealise their sitters, by consciously attempting 
to suggest the idea of sleep rather than death. This metaphor was not unique to the 

photography in the nineteenth century and it served to tame and domesticate the 
alien and frightening aspects of death. Through the metaphor of sleep the viewer’s 

mind is lured away from distressing thoughts of decay and decomposition, and 
encouraged to think of repose and reawakening. This is not to say that the 

Victorians were in any way confused about the true state of the dead person in the 
photograph, any more than they believed that sitters, who were pictured amid 

elaborate furniture and furnishings, really did live in elegant and expensive houses.  

 

 

The metaphor of sleep was sufficiently 

powerful to influence every aspect of the  
post-mortem portrait including treatment of 

the face, the posing of the body, the choice of 

accessories and, most importantly, the control 

of the lighting. Photographers were expected 
to aim for an expression that was free of any 

suggestion of pain. A serene expression 
offered an idealised image of death divorced 

from suffering and suggestive of eternal peace. 
(Figure 2.) Photographers were expected to 

manipulate the expression on the face of the 
dead by controlling the light. ‘The hardness 

and rigidity of the features after death must be 
obviated by judicious lighting’.

iii
 

 
 
Figure 2. Cromack, Scarborough, Post-mortem portrait of unknown lady, 
c.1890, carte de visite. Photo: Courtesy Audrey Linkman. 

 

 



Clearly any attempt to pose the deceased was circumscribed by a variety of factors 

beyond the photographer’s control such as the cause of death and its physical 
effects, whether the body was lying in a bed or coffin, and family sensitivities over 

disturbing the dead. However, unsightly symptoms of disease or decomposition, 
which invoked death rather than sleep, were normally hidden through choice of 

pose, arrangement of the covers and skilful lighting. Charles Bell in his influential 
book on The Anatomy of Expression in Painting contrasted the depiction of death and 

sleep. The attributes of death were stiffness, rigidity and straight lines, whereas sleep 
was characterised by ‘a uniform and gentle curve or flexure of the limbs.’

iv
 With 

adults gentle curves were normally restricted to the positioning of arms and hands 
on top of the covers. With children, however, photographers clearly exercised 

greater flexibility in relation to pose. Only with children was it regular practice to 
show the full-length body, free of any sort of covering, fully clothed and dressed as 

they would have been in life, lying on a sofa, pram or cot. (Figure 3.) 
 

 

 
 

 

 
 
 

 

 
 

 

 
 

 

Figure 3. 
Francis C. Earl, Worcester & 
Malvern,  

Post-mortem portrait of young 

girl, c.1870, carte de visite. 
Photo: Courtesy Audrey 

Linkman. 

 
With their concentration on the face and frequent use of vignetting and masking 

many of these post-mortem portraits reveal little more than the pillows, cushions 

and covers that envelop the corpse. However, these fabrics and materials could be 
chosen and arranged with some care. Fine, delicate and lustrous materials were 

often introduced into the picture. Carefully draped in sinuous folds about the body 
they captured and reflected light to suggest a sense of movement where movement 

had ceased forever. (Figure 4)  
 

 
 

 
 
 

 
 
 

 
 
 

 

Figure 4.  
William Ash, London,  

Post-mortem portrait of a baby, 1880s, 

carte de visite.  
Photo: Courtesy Audrey Linkman. 

 



At best they created the illusion that the sleeper cocooned within still drew faint 

breath. Compared with the profusion of props that littered the conventional studio, 
photographers working within this ‘death as sleep’ tradition demonstrated a marked 

level of restraint with regard to accessories and backgrounds. Consequently post-
mortem portraits can attain a directness and intimacy rarely achieved in other forms 

of photographic portraiture of the period. This distinguishes the post-mortem from 
the lying in state portrait where the public display of the body provides the 

opportunity for political statement. The body is dressed and presented in clothes 
and trappings deliberately chosen to signal power, wealth and rank. The individual 

recedes behind the message. By contrast in post-mortem portraits the dead are 
stripped of the usual symbols that testify to social status. They lie supine in bed, 

vulnerable and exposed, appearing in public as they had never been seen before. 
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