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Dr H. W. Diamond’s Collection at the British Museum:
From Mezzotint Prints to Collodion Wet-Plate Photography
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Abstract

The Department of Prints and Drawings of the British Museum houses the unique col-
lection of 17th-century early mezzotints assembled by Hugh Welch Diamond (1809-1886).
Diamond, who was the superintendent of the Female Department of the Surrey County
Asylum from 1848 to 1858, has been referred to as the father of psychiatric photography.
He is also one of the most important pioneers of a 19th-century photographic technique, the
so-called ‘collodion process’ or ‘collodion wet-plate photography,” which was publi-
cised by F. S. Archer in 1851. To date, little attention has been paid to the fact that Diamond
was also an enthusiastic collector of works of art and antiquities. In particular, he had a
special interest in the origin of the printmaking technique of early mezzotints whose pro-
cess was invented and developed originally by Ludwig von Siegen in the mid-17th century.
A careful reading of Diamond’s collection of 17th-century early mezzotints enables us to
argue that it is possible to link his interest in the development of the mezzotint with his role
as a pioneer of collodion photography. This study examines Diamond’s rare collection of
17th-century early mezzotints that the Department of Prints and Drawings of the British

Museum acquired in 1838.
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