The Female School of Design in the 1840s

In 1842, the Council of the Government School of Design, having decided to add “a morning School

of Design for Females” to its prospectus, recruited Fanny Mclan to be the first schoolmistress. At

this stage in its life, the female school had a separate identity only in that its classes were run in
separate (and less well-appointed) schoolrooms from those for boys and young men at Somerset
House in London (see illustration). In the early days of the new classes for girls and young women
there was considerable public opposition. When a class for girls who wished to learn wood-

engraving was started in 1843, under the tuition of

Annie Waterhouse, there was orchestrated trade Possible illustration: lllustrated London
News 1843

opposition. Nevertheless, the classes began, were
enlarged and extended and for some of the students
led to their first taste of professional success, and

even to work as wood-engravers.

Over the course of the next decade the Female School

of Design grew to accommodate a total of between

fifty and sixty students each year — far fewer places

than there were applications. In 1848 the female
classes were removed from Somerset House altogether, to make more room for male tuition, and
for the next three years occupied premises nearby in the Strand which were overcrowded,

inadequately heated and unventilated.

Dinah Mulock Craik attended classes at Somerset House, and many of her fellow-students

subsequently pursued working careers in art and design, in teaching and, like Craik, in writing.
Unfortunately, we only know the names of those who were awarded prizes in the School of Design’s
annual examinations or who, in the early 1850s, exhibited their work in the School’s annual public
exhibitions of students’ work. A few were selected for exhibition of their designs in the Fine Arts
section of the Great Exhibition at the Crystal Palace in 1851. Students of this period who pursued

long independent careers include Susan Ashworth, Charlotte Gibbs (later Mrs. Philip Newman), Mary

Elizabeth Channon, Louisa Gann, Mary Julyan, Clarisse (Clara) Matéaux, Eliza Mills and Alice West.
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