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I.— The Study of the Plant

THE student who desires to master the mysteries of plant-
form, and turn them to account in the practice of design, will
find no royal road leading to the attainment of his wish. It is
necessary at the outset that he should be equipped with two at
least of the essentials of any artistic career: the power of
seeing, and of recording faithfully, and with sympathy, that
which is seen. These things can be learned—the higher
qualities of invention and imagination are gifts from Nature.
They may be brilliantly conspicuous; in which case they are
none the worse for formal exercise and healthy discipline.
They may, and more often, perhaps, do, lie hidden and un-
suspected beneath those thick coverings of conventionality,
which our civilization and system of education so often succeed
in imposing on the character of the individual ; and then, are
only to be developed by pain and strife and patient labour. Far
more people are born with genius than the world suspects; but
for want of stimulus and encouragement and application, the
talent too often lies for ever buried in its napkin. The “ infinite
capacity for taking pains " will not bring increase unless the seed
already exists. But until he has thus refined and searched himself,
who shall say that the student has it not ?

The businesses of seeing and of drawing should go on side by
side ; though they are not necessarily interdependent. The
first is a matter of intellectual, the other of manual training.
One can conceive—rarely—of an accomplished draughtsman who
sees, indeed, and yet is blind. He may have an exquisite gift
of technique; and still miss all that was best worth drawing
or painting. The power of selection is, however, one that can be
largely augmented by careful cultivation. It is, to a great extent,
born of the confidence that comes with knowledge and sedulous
practice. One’s mind instinctively acquires the gift of rejecting
things of no importance and of dealing worthily with what deserves
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The Study of the Plant

the attention, Artists and craftsmen fail by reason of self-
flattery. He who would succeed should allow no one to criticize
his work more severely than he himself does.

Our designer, then, must set his heart, above all things,
on the acquisition of a sound technique and of a wide and catholic,
yet critical faculty of observation. The former is a question of
such importance as to merit some separate examination.

The purpose we have in view—the use of plant-form for the
making of pattern—calls for a technical practice somewhat more
restricted than that needed by a painter, in the large sense of the
word. Pattern is always, of its very nature, a matter of precise
outline in the making. Its broad effects are produced by judicious
massing or distribution of clearly defined elements, each of which
must be capable of simple reproduction, by the more or less
mechanical process employed to carry it out, in the chosen fabric.
For this, painting in oils is generally unsuitable: and the designer
must be content often to deny himself the pleasure derived from
the immeasurable subtleties of line and blended colour of which
that medium is capable. The hard point of the pen, again, is
almost to the same extent, to be avoided. If, for some few
branches of pattern-making, it may be possible, the proper use of
it can easily be acquired when needed. During the educational
stage it is better let alone. Even afterwards, though there is
a certain fascination in wielding a quill, results more true and
more pleasant can be got with the brush—by far the best tool
for design in black and white, whether in line or mass.

For the acquirement of a pure and good style of drawing,
there is nothing to equal charcoal. This should be the mainstay
of the designer. He must master it during his apprenticeship,
learning to draw with ease and freedom and spaciousness. A
lead pencil, be it never so soft, is an obstinate and unwilling
implement in comparison, though it has its important place in
the actual process of making finished designs; and in those
valuable but ephemeral notes and studies which are always neces-
sary. But to the student who is training himself for the craft

of pattern-making—whether his aspirations lie in the direction
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The Study of the Plant

of ornament devised from plant-form or from anything else, there
is one precept always to be borne in mind—to exercise himself
constantly, with charcoal, in making rapid, bold, direct studies
from the highest form of natural life—the human figure. A
faithful observation of its infinite variety of line and subtlety
of form and structure is the best and only preparation for the
study of Nature in her lower phases.

Presuming the designer to have acquired the technique
necessary to enable him to specialize in the study of plants and
flowers, there yet remains a word to be said as to his methods
therein. Of late years, a tendency has been manifest to encourage
certain conventions, easy enough to produce, which, to the generous
eye of faith appear as the similitudes of flowers and leaves. A
blob made with a brush charged with water-colour has a remote
resemblance to a petal. Half-a-dozen of them, arranged around
a central dot, may be likened unto a flower. And the changing
of the colours, or thickening or elongating of the blobs, are under-
stood to give the perpetrator the right to call his productions
marigolds, daisies, primroses, cornflowers or what not. This
process is called brush-work, instead of, as it should be, brush-
play. The trick is simple enough ; and its results, to the unin-
structed, are plausible and effective if the colour be kept clean.
It may have an educational value of some importance to
children ; but the fallacy lies in its common confusion with
nature study, for it is deadly poison to the would-be craftsman.
He, if he would thrive, must learn his plant by heart. He must
consider the wonderful engineering by which Nature builds it up
from root to blossom ; its delicacy of tint; its endless play of
line and gradation of contour ; the balance of leaf with leaf, and
vein with vein within them; the promise of blossom that the
bud holds forth; *the symmetry and proper disposition of
organs ;" the perfection of composition shown by a freely-grown
and mature plant—each and all of these hold golden truths for

»the designer. They will teach him more about his craft than all
the cant of the scholiast and the jargon of the text-books. He
works, it is true, with symbols, conventions. There is no realism
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in good pattern. But to set up first a stock of conventions and
then try to turn them into a semblance of natural form is pure
topsy-turvydom. He must learn his Book of Nature first :
and, on that sure foundation of knowledge, build the work of his
life. His time will not be wasted. All that he sees will be of use.
“There are,” says old Sir Thomas Browne, “ no grotesques
in nature ; not anything framed to fill up empty cantons and
unnecessary spaces,”

This present generation dearly loves to take short cuts and
to save labour. Designers too often prefer to get their material
ready-made, so to speak ; and evolve their patterns by a curious
process of borrowing from each other—as one might term it—
a habit of artistic in-breeding. The commercial silversmiths
are perhaps the worst offenders, in this respect. Being a very
close corporation, singularly repugnant to outside influences,
they have arrived at a set of patterns which are most astonishingly
devoid of character and individuality. The ornament of their
choice has not even strength and flavour enough to be worthy
of the term traditional ; as is that of their Indian, Burmese and
Siamese contemporaries. There is a grave suspicion that modern
designers generally are moving in the same direction. The
great and far-reaching influence exerted by the mass of Japanese
pattern which has, of late, become available, may prove to have
this effect. The Japanese have been found to have produced
certain admirable renderings of plant-form and flowers, which
were beautifully drawn and coloured and arranged ; and, at once,
as they stood, suitable to be adapted to the requirements of
European pattern. Moreover, they have an astonishing appear-
ance of being the results of genuine Nature study ; and the draw-
ings, presumably of real flowers, are executed with a dexterity
of brush-work that deceives the very elect. As a matter of fact,
these extraordinarily clever productions are merely the result
of the method described above. They are not gained by close,
personal observation of Nature on the part of the artist. The
Japanese painter rarely troubles himself in that way. He learns

to draw a flower, as his master drew it—and with as little reference
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The Study of the Plant

to the original. The whole thing rests on a basis of dexterous
manipulation of the brush ; the strokes produced by which are
brought, by a process of elimination and selection extending
over generations, to a simple and convincing pseudo-realism.
The Japanese art student in England will turn out for you, by the
gross, these imitation nature studies, from flowers which thrive
only at the other side of the world.

But, advisable though it is that the designer should go to
Nature for his material, he must avoid attempts at rivalry of her
in his patterns. He works—indeed, whether he will or not—in
conventions : and his conventions must be frankly such, and not
merely those that are imposed by the medium in which he
draws or paints. Nothing is in worse taste than imitation realism
in design. The purpose of pattern is to supply a pleasing and
interesting variety of form or colour, or both, to the fabric to
which it is applied. In the large majority of cases the exigencies
of the process of manufacture require that this pattern shall be
symmetrically arranged in order that it may ‘ repeat"” to any
extent. This alone implies a formal and non-natural arrangement
of any plant-form that may be chosen ; and when one considers
how unsuitable to a flat surface are drawings which represent
modelling of any kind, the need for a severe convention becomes
at once apparent.

Still the splendid symmetry and proportion of the natural
plant must be neither profaned nor disregarded. Even in orna-
ment—one might say, especially in ornament—the sense of rational
growth and construction must be maintained, wherever the
pattern is such as to allow of it. In spotting and powdering,
the skill of the designer is displayed in the choice of elements
derived from a single flower or leaf ; and in a happy distribution
of them over the surface to be decorated. But where a built-up
pattern is employed, more than a mere semblance of growth
must be preserved; or the eye will be offended by unfamiliar
proportions. And this is the one unforgiveable sin in applied
decoration of any description. To be pleasing it must be restful ;
free from any disquieting tendencies which excite the attention
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The Study of the Plant

unduly and lead it away from the enjoyment of the essentials
of the object decorated—of which all enrichment should only
be a subordinate adjunct.

In conclusion, some broad general axioms may be shortly
stated as bases on which all good decoration is built.

Firstly, the decoration must follow the construction of the
object adorned, and neither obscure nor nullify it.

It must be made with the fullest regard both for the nature
of the material used and for the purposes to which the decorated
object is to be applied. Thus it is an offence against good taste
to fill wall-papers with flowers drawn in perspective or with an
imitation of relief. Flat pattern must be kept flat.

A treatment of natural form which is suitable for one purpose
is not necessarily good for another. In adapting the plant to
ornament, its growth and the due proportion of its parts must be
borne in mind, however complete the convention. Otherwise
the result will be illogical and incongruous, if not absurd.

A proper regard for fitness of the subject to the proposed use
of it should be maintained.

And, finally, richness of effect is not to be obtained by over-
elaboration of detail. A simple but cunningly arranged pattern
will bring about this result more surely than an infinity of niggling
with microscopic items; for broad and telling masses and con-
trasts of colour, and harmonious line and form, are the foundations
of all that is most splendid in the art of decoration.
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II.—Plant-form in Historical Ornament

THE use of plant-form in ornament goes back to remote
antiquity. The knop and flower pattern, for instance, which
is still characteristic of so many forms of Oriental art, 15 found
on Assyrian sculptures ; and good examples of it are figured
in Rawlinson's Ancieni Monarchies. In Egypt, this decorative
detail was composed of the date-palm and its fruit, the lotus
and its bird, the lotus flower and a bunch of grapes, or the papyrus
head (Birdwood) ; and highly-conventionalized forms of these
elements have persisted throughout all the subsequent artistic
styles, even up to the present time. The best-known adaptations
of plant-form devised by the ancient Greeks were, of course, the
acanthus—so finely used in the Corinthian Order, among other
architectural ornaments ; and the so-called honeysuckle flower,
which, however, is considered by many authorities to have been
“in reality a representation of the head of a palm-tree.”” The
Greeks, also, used floral ornament in the decoration of their
pottery. Towards the end of the eighth century, B.c., highly
conventionalized plant-form was interspersed with the figures ;
rosettes, leaves and flowers, with the palmette (or honeysuckle)
and the lotus being employed for this purpose ; the suggestion
having, in the opinion of Mr. H. B. Walters, been derived from
Oriental textiles—in itself an enlightening and instructive theory.
But there is, in these examples, no evidence of direct study from
Nature. This author, in his *“ History of Ancient Pottery,"”
gives a detailed account of the development of ornament derived
from vegetable forms, to which the student may be referred who
desires thoroughly to work out this branch of the subject. It
may, for our purposes, be summarised shortly as follows : and
the stages indicated may be taken as representative of a normal
process of the evolution of pattern. The earliest decoration
of this nature consists of a simple repetition of a leaf, which

is of too elementary a character to be identified with any specific
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Plant-form in Historical Ornament

plant. Next, these elementary forms are arranged with more
variety, in fours, saltire-wise, or in opposed pairs making a
chain-pattern, or ribbon. In the sixth century B.c. the leaf
takes on a genuinely naturalistic treatment ; for the ivy now
becomes easily recognisable in both Greek and South Italian
examples ; which display admirable arrangements (for decorative
purposes) of its foliage, fruit and growth. Other plants which,
more or less, appear in ancient pottery of the Greek period, are
the vine, pomegranate, acanthus (very late), myrtle, olive, and,
of course, especially the lotus and honeysuckle already referred to.
The richness and variety of the patterns derived from these two
last plants are well-nigh inexhaustible. They have formed the
subject of several special monographs ; and the student cannot
do better than give attention to the numerous examples of them
which have been reproduced in one text-book or another, in order
to obtain many valuable and suggestive hints for his own appli-
cations of other plant-form to similar purposes.

Some of the finest uses of the plant in decoration of the
classical ages are to be found in the goldsmiths’ and silversmiths’
work ; the details consisting almost entirely of foliage exquisitely
adapted to the purpose, and occurring either in the form of wreaths
or simple repeats of leaves or fruit. These range in succession
from objects discovered at Mycen= (the site of Troy), in the
Crimea, and in Crete, to the later Graco-Roman silver-work of
which the well-known Treasure of Hildesheim and that of Bosco-
reale, near Pompeii, may be accepted as representative examples.
In these latter, splendidly executed examples of the craft of the
silversmith, the plant-form—Ilargely the myrtle—is modelled in
high relief, and with a great deal of realism ; though the arrange-
ment and general treatment are so conventionalized as to be
decorative in a high degree. These are dated, somewhat doubtfully,
in the first two centuries of our era. Examples of a skilled use
of the flower and plant are also to be found in the mosaics and
mural paintings of this time, and the period that elapsed until
the fall of the Western Roman Empire.

The dark times which followed this event were marked by
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Plant-form in Historical Ornament

few works to which the student can be referred, for any purposes
of practical art. The decay of craftsmanship, consequent there-
upon, meant the loss, at all events for the time, of all the lessons
in design which had been laboriously arrived at by preceding
generations ; and, out of the crude and barbaric decoration of
the artizans of the pre-Gothic period, we find arising new arts,
on lines sometimes far removed from those of the Classical Age.

In architectural ornament, the Byzantine and Romanesque
styles are characterized rather by geometrical patterns and
uncouth imagery, than by any attempts at reproduction of
natural forms ; though the interlacements of the capitals some-
times give a rendering of the vine, and the ivy also occurs. We
owe to the Gothic style the revival of nature study. M. S.
Reinach says on this subject, * The flora of the country, studied
with loving attention, is the sole, or almost the sole, source from
which decorations take their motives. It is in this interesting
profusion of flowers and foliage that the genius of Gothic archi-
tecture is most freely displayed.” He instances the Capital of
the Vintage in the Cathedral of Rheims as one of the finest works
extant of this sort—a truly magnificent example of the adaptation
of a growing plant to the enrichment of stone-work; and he
says ‘‘ Since the first century of the Roman Empire, art had
never imitated Nature so perfectly, nor has it ever since done so
with a like grace and sentiment.” (History of Art across the
Ages). He might have added—or with so perfect an appreciation
of the laws of decoration. This work was done about the year
1250.

In almost any British church of the Decorated period,
the student will find examples which, if not of the rank of that
mentioned above, are yet of the first importance to the orna-
mentist. Many plants, other than the vine, were brought to
this high service. Wheat, for instance, with its symbolical
association with the Sacrament of the Lord’s Supper, has appealed
to more than one of those medizval artists, whose faith was an
ever-present factor in the planning of their masterpieces. And
M. Reinach’'s reference to local flora may be supported by a
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well-known instance in England—that of York Minster, where
the Herb Bennet (Herb of 5t. Benedict), of which an illustration
is given in this book, forms one of the chief motives of the archi-
tectural ornament in the Mother Church of a district where this
plant especially abounds. The Rood-screens of the 15th and
early 16th centuries should also receive attention from the
decorative artist—especially if he be a sculptor or modeller.
The carving of them consists almost wholly of renderings of the
Fruitful Vine; a choice resting inevitably on its symbolism :
and in the West of England many exquisite translations into
wood of this beautiful plant are to be found, the best with which
the author is acquainted being on the screen of the church of
South Pool in South Devon (see The Siudio, Vol. IV, for an illus-
trated account of it) ; which is, in its way, as entirely admirable
as the Rheims Capital. But other natural forms were used in
the minor details of the screens, among which the split pome-
granate may be mentioned. The famous screen of Ranworth
is rich in painted flowers—the marsh marigold, cornflower, flag
and other local plants being especially conspicuous; and in
almost every other branch of Northern Gothic art this loving
and reverent study of Nature similarly displays itself.

Before leaving this side of the question it may be pointed
out that the styles of architecture which, in England, followed
the Perpendicular, left little room for the use of flowers or plants
as ornament, except in realistic festoons, garlands and swags;
which, however decorative in mass, and appropriate (or not) to
their surroundings, were, in detail, absolutely wrong in principle.
In this category must also be placed the extraordinarily clever
wood-carvings of Grinling Gibbons and his school ; work which
demonstrates finally the futility of attempts to reproduce the
exact form and texture of natural growths for the purpose of
ornamentation. A **Gibbons" carving may afford intense interest ;
and admiration of the wonderful dexterity of the carver comes
easily to the beholder ; but as decoration, as an enrichment of
an object or piece of construction, it fails utterly, by reason of

its own overpowering claim to prominence and complete lack of
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subordination to more important matter. A modern instance
of symbolical architectural ornament is to be seen in the Lady
Chapel of the Benedictine Monastery at Downside, near Bath ;
which is finely and poetically adorned with carvings based on
the many old English flowers with which the name of Our Lady
was once associated.

About the middle of the fifteenth century we find a large
increase of the use of fruit and flowers, treated with some realism,
in Illuminated Manuscripts, chiefly in those of France and the
Low Countries, but also, to a less extent, in Germany. This
practice is not, as one might suppose, by any means restricted
to the borders or marginal ornaments of romances ; but appears
in those of the Books of Hours and other works of private devotion,
which are characteristic of the period, as well as in the larger
and more sumptuous missals of the time. The strawberry—both
flower and fruit—is an especial favourite. Pinks, roses, forget-
me-nots, columbines, irises, daisies, pansies and lilies, also, are
intermingled with great profusion, with purely conventional
foliage and stems. They are drawn simply, but not without skill
both in delineation and in outline, and with a good deal of truth
of colour. This simplicity of treatment, and the admixture
of the conventional element in the best examples, overpowers
the realization, and so avoids any resulting incongruity. But
towards the end of the fifteenth and in the beginning of the six-
teenth century—especially in Flanders, the naturalistic tendency
gets more and more the upper hand. Butterflies and other
insects and birds are introduced: and the borders become less
an ornament to a page of fine writing than a series of disassociated
little pictures ; which, in the end, draw to themselves far too
much of that attention of the beholder, which is more properly
due to the page as a whole and particularly to the contents of it.
The result is bad art—a loss of dignity—a failure of design : the
inevitable outcome of giving a preponderance too great to one
factor in the scheme at the expense of the rest.

During the later Middle Ages, design as applied to textile
fabrics reached a height which has never been surpassed for
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richness of effect. Brocades and velvets were decorated with
elaborate patterns, admirably arranged, in which highly con-
ventionalized flowers, fruits and leaves, or compositions of all
these elements, formed an important factor. These patterns
show strong Oriental influence ; and in origin are largely referable
to South Italy and Sicily ; but their use was common over the
whole of Western Europe, especially for ecclesiastical vestments,
and examples of them are to be found in 15th and early 16th
century pictures of most of the schools of painting of that
period. There are also a number of very fine designs of the
same nature still remaining on the Painted Rood-screens of
East Anglia. This class of ornament lost much of its simplicity
and dignity in succeeding years; but a brief note is deserved
by the English fabrics of the 18th century. Figured silks made
for the rich costume of that time were largely decorated with
floral patterns composed with a good deal of skill and suitability
to their special purpose. In the Victoria and Albert Museum,
South Kensington, is a magnificent collection of ornamental
textiles chosen especially from the point of view of pattern ;
as well as a large series of original designs of this last class, which,
in response to the fashion of to-day, are proving very serviceable
to * designers "' in search of ready-made patterns.

Tapestry of various kinds supplies some models of a good
use of plant-form, particularly in the matter of borders ; though
in many of these are to be seen the faults pointed out as existing in
the Grinling Gibbons wood-carving, namely, an imitation, too
close, of Nature. But the earlier specimens have, often, beautifully
arranged grounds of flowers broadly and simply treated, as well
as rich and highly decorative foliage.

Within the close limits of an essay of this description one
can hardly even name all the varied branches of applied art
which might serve as good examples for study. But, in addition
to those mentioned above, a word of reference must be given
to the old Persian and Rhodian pottery and tiles ; the masterly
treatment of foliage by the German and French engravers of

ornament in the 16th century, and the furniture of the same
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period ; the English wrought-iron gates and screens of the late
17th and early 18th centuries, in which the apple-leaf is so pleasing
an element ; and the Japanese lacquer, inlay and metal-work
—s0 minute and delicate and yet so entirely conservative of the
true feeling of Nature. These, and many other classes of work
should be referred to by the student. But he must remember
that imitation of them is mere futility. His business it is, to ascer-
tain by close and intelligent observation, what were the underlying
principles which guided the old craftsmen to results so perfect ;
and to strive to realize them in his own separate endeavours.
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III.—A Note on the Illustrations

THESE photographs of plant-form have been chosen from
a very large number made with the one object of representing
the essential characteristics of flower, fruit, leaf and growth,
as they might be supposed to appeal to the artist and the designer.
They are not intended to take the place of Nature ; to be a sub-
stitute in any sense for that direct study which is the foundation
of all good work in the arts. And yet it is hoped that they may
serve as an aid to memory in dark or unseasonable days, when
the original is not available. Every effort has been made, there-
fore, to keep as closely as possible to Nature itself. The examples
do not include one single “sport” or abnormal growth. There
is not one rare or curious plant among them. All are easily
accessible in their natural state and most are easily cultivable.
And, without in the least decrying valuable manuals of plant-
form which have recently appeared, it has been felt, in relying
exclusively on photographs, that there is a strong educational
advantage in getting a student to make his or her own drawing
uninfluenced by the versions, however admirable, of others.

It is hoped that the book may appeal to many others than
those who are concerned with putting its contents to professional
uses. Nature study, in the wholesome sense of the word, should
require a multitude of examples ; and this purpose has also been
kept in mind, in choosing and arranging the reproductions.
The notes which accompany the latter endeavour to indicate
very briefly some of the human interest attached to them, and
may induce some readers to take up thoroughly the delightiul
study of the large lore, traditional and otherwise, which belongs
already to these growths from the world’s garden.
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