
‘Art for art’s sake’: Sunflowers, peacocks
and blue and white china

Libellus ONLINE ARTICLES AND SELECTED OFF-PRINTS FROM MAGNA

For members' use only, please do not circulate without permission of the editor to avoid possible copyright infringement

The records at The National Archives allow us to trace the development of design
styles from 1839, when the Designs Registry was established, through to 1991, the
most recent design records we hold. The Registry was part of the Board of Trade,

and was responsible for registering designs for copyright protection. As part of the
registration process a drawing, photograph or sample of the design – a ‘representation’ –
had to be submitted, giving rise to this stunning collection of almost three million designs.
The middle of the nineteenth century saw the development of the design reform movement,
when a group of designers, government officials and others began to campaign to improve
the quality of British design. Influential figures, including Pugin, John Ruskin and William
Morris, associated good design with moral values and the belief that exposure to beauty
could exert an improving moral influence.
By contrast, the Aesthetic movement, which emerged in the last third of the century,

adopted the philosophy of ‘art for art’s sake’. Its followers believed that art – in which they
included decorative items for the home – did not need an underlying moral purpose, but
only needed to be beautiful. They believed that a love of art could be reflected in a person’s
lifestyle, dress, home and, more widely, in public buildings. The Aesthetic style was hugely
popular and its followers included Dante Gabriel Rossetti, James McNeill Whistler, and
Oscar Wilde. Wilde wrote and gave lectures on the subject of the ‘house beautiful’,
famously saying ‘I find it harder and harder every day to live up to my blue china’. 

The Arts and Crafts style and the Aesthetic movement cannot be clearly separated –
William Morris wallpapers, for example, were hugely popular among followers of both.
However, the Aesthetic movement had a number of defining motifs, which can be seen
throughout the registered designs of the period. The volumes of representations are filled
with designs featuring peacocks and peacock feathers, blue and white china, sunflowers,
ebonised furniture, and designs with a Japanese influence. 
The design of peacock feathers shown in Figure 1 represents something of a mystery. It

is commonly attributed (including by the V&A) to Arthur Silver at the Silver Studio, made
for Liberty. The design is still widely used by Liberty under the name Hera. However, our
sample was registered in December 1876 by William Fry & Co of Dublin, before the Silver
Studio was established in 1880, so it appears that the widely accepted attribution to Arthur
Silver may be incorrect.1 This is just one example of the potential of the registered designs
as a resource for the study of design history.
In the nineteenth century colour schemes changed rapidly: crimson had been the height

of fashion, then bright blues, magenta and pink came into vogue with the advent of new
dying technologies. But the Aesthetic movement favoured softer, even subdued, colours,
especially shades of soft green and blue. These softer colours were often used in
combination with black ebonised furniture, such as E.W. Godwin’s famous black
ebonised sideboard, inspired by Japanese design, now on display in the V&A. Also popular
were the dado, filling and frieze, which divided walls into three sections, with the dado
along the bottom section, the filling covering the main part of the wall, and the frieze along
the top.
Godwin was a pivotal figure in the Aesthetic movement, often designing not only a

house, but also its furniture and the wallpaper, even selecting pictures and ornaments.2 He
was strongly influenced by Japanese design, and designed a range of ebonised furniture
which was manufactured by the cabinet maker William Watt, with whom he had a
productive working relationship. The National Archives holds several examples of designs

In the August 2013 issue of Magna, the article A record of Victorian taste: from
Gothic to Arts and Crafts, discussed The National Archives’ extensive design
records, focusing on examples of Gothic revival designs by A.W.N. Pugin, Islamic-
influenced work by Owen Jones, and the work of William Morris, which
contributed to the development of the Arts and Crafts movement. This article will
look at designs from later in the nineteenth century, focusing on the Aesthetic
movement.

Figure 2. BT 43/100/270551: Wallpaper dado designed by E.W. Godwin. Registered by
Jeffrey & Co, 18 February 1873.

Figure 1. BT 43/414/306159: Damask registered by William Fry & Co, 20 December 1876.

Julie Halls discusses the registered designs of the 
Aesthetic movement.

Figure 3. BT 43/102/317942: Wallpaper designed by Bruce Talbert. Registered 
by Jeffrey & Co, 22 January 1878.
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Figure 4. BT 43/101/313051: Wallpaper dado designed by Walter Crane. 
Registered by Jeffrey & Co, 16 August 1877.

by Godwin, including one for an ebonised ‘easy chair or settle’ registered by William Watt
in 1876 (registered design number 305188), and several of his wallpaper designs (see Figure
2, a design for a dado). These are very rare surviving examples of the work of a key
Victorian designer. 
The wallpaper shown in Figure 3, called ‘The Sunflower’, was designed by Bruce Talbert

and registered by the art wallpaper manufacturer Jeffrey & Co. They produced work by the
most influential designers of the period and were therefore keen to register their work for
copyright. It was displayed at the International Exhibition in Paris in 1878, where it won a
gold medal. Talbert was one of the most prolific and influential designers of the Aesthetic
movement, designing furniture and metalwork as well as wallpapers and fabrics – The
National Archives holds a number of examples of his work. Designs in the ‘Sunflower’
series were his most popular and during the end of the 1870s and into the 1880s sunflowers
inspired by Talbert’s designs appeared on woven and printed fabrics of all kinds.3 Like
Pugin before them, the Aesthetic designers created wallpapers and textiles using ‘flat
patterns’ – that is, they believed that creating a three-dimensional effect was not appropriate.
The National Archives also holds a number of designs by Christopher Dresser, including

wallpapers, textiles, glass and ceramics. He was a radical and pioneering designer and a
close associate of Owen Jones. Educated at the Government School of Design, Somerset
House, London, Dresser went on to lecture there and wrote extensively on design subjects.
In 1855 he became Professor of Artistic Botany in the Department of Science and Art. Many
of his designs illustrate his interest in organic plant forms.
Dresser produced startlingly modern-looking ceramic and metalwork designs, as well as

a large number of wallpapers and textiles (see figure 6 which shows the increasing influence
of Art Nouveau). Although he was a contemporary of William Morris, he differed from
Morris in that he embraced new technologies and designed for industrially-based
manufacturers, making full use of the latest techniques of mass production. He is sometimes
referred to as the ‘father of industrial design’, and believed it was possible to produce artistic
objects that were entirely without ornament – a revolutionary concept. 
Attributing designs to Dresser with any certainty is challenging, except where examples

are held in other collections, such as the V&A, or where they are clearly based on work
illustrated in his books on design. This is partly because many of his documents were
destroyed by his daughters, leaving little primary material for researchers. 
Along with Bruce Talbert and Christopher Dresser, Walter Crane was one of the key

designers associated with the Aesthetic movement, as well as being one of the driving forces
behind design reform. He became head of the Royal College of Art in 1897, and was the
first President of the Arts and Crafts Exhibition Society, formed in 1887 to promote the
exhibition of decorative items – such as wallpapers and textiles – alongside the fine arts. He
began designing wallpapers in 1874, after his name was suggested to Metford Warner, the
director of Jeffrey & Co., by the designer, Bruce Talbert. He subsequently became one of
Jeffrey & Co.’s most important designers. As well as wallpapers, he designed textiles,
stained glass and ceramics, and was also a well-known illustrator of children’s books.
We hold many samples of Crane’s wallpaper designs at The National Archives, including

the stunning ‘Swan, Rush and Iris’ (Figure 4), one of his earliest designs for wallpaper. It
was intended to be used as a dado with Iris and Kingfisher as the filling, or main section of
wallpaper. Crane’s ‘Almond Blossom and Swallow’, intended as a frieze and also held by
The National Archives, was exhibited at the International Exhibition, Paris, in 1878 where,
like Talbert’s ‘Sunflowers’,  it was awarded a gold medal. 
The department store Liberty, based in Regent Street, London, became closely linked

with the Aesthetic movement. It was founded in 1875 by Arthur Lasenby Liberty, who
imported artefacts from Japan, and later Persia, China and India. Godwin described how
crowds waited in the street when news of a new consignment of Japanese fans was due to
be delivered, and how the store was ‘literally crammed with objects of oriental
manufacture’.4 By the late 1880s it was hugely fashionable and a focal point for the sale of
‘artistic’ furniture, textiles and other items for the home. Liberty commissioned work from
well-known designers which was sold under the Liberty name exclusively in the shop.
Liberty registered a large number of its designs, so that TNA now has many samples of
Liberty textiles, as well as other items for the home. 
Although followers of the Aesthetic movement were sometimes satirised in the popular

press as being preoccupied with a certain type of beauty, the design style remained hugely
popular for several decades. This is reflected in the registered designs, which give us a
unique insight into late nineteenth-century ideals of beauty in the home.
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Figure 1. BT 43/414/282129; Figure 2. BT 43/101/302033: E.W. Godwin wallpaper design;
Figure 3. BT 43/72/36176; Figure 4. BT 43/103/340540; Figure 5. BT 43/102/319345: Walter
Crane wallpaper; Figure 6. BT 50/257/285445: Christopher Dresser fabric design; Central

plate. BT 43/72/346402.
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