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Assignment three – Work experience  
 

A day with photographic-artist Althea Wilson in her Chelsea studio (28th July 2019). 
 
 
Who is Althea Wilson? 
 
Althea’s studio is based on the ground floor of an old off licence in Chelsea, London. Althea’s varied 
career as an artist started in Nigeria where she lived for twenty years. Some of her early paintings 
are held in the Nigeria National Collection of Art. After moving to London, she worked as a designer 
and painter for Yves Saint Laurent, Dunhill International and Rococo. She has published two books 
Paintworks and Stencil Genius, which won an award. Since 2015 Althea’s practice has concentrated 
on still life photography. Her main subjects are flowers, food and ceramics. Unusually the flowers 
she photographs are normally withered and dying. In 2017 she exhibited her Urban Magnolias 
project at the Chelsea Flower Show and in 2019 she put on a solo exhibition of her most recent work 
at the Ransom Art Gallery in Sloane Square, London.  
 
 
Equipment and lighting 
 
Althea a uses a full frame Canon DSLR mounted onto a Manfrotto tripod for all her work. She uses a 
100mm lens and a 24-70mm zoom lens. She uses natural window light almost exclusively though she 
does have a couple of small Manfrotto lights that she said she uses infrequently. The studio itself is 
all covered in black material to cut down on reflections and stray light. Althea’s studio is an Aladdin’s 
cave of props and backdrops. All her projects are shot on a sheet of glass which is clamped to a large 
artists easel. For backdrops she uses rusty metal sheets, weathered and stained mirrors, glass with 
gold leaf and others too numerous to mention.  
 
 

              The projects 
 

Before we started the shoot, Althea had said she was keen for me to have artistic input in the 
construction of the set and the actual capture of the images. I was a little bit daunted by this 
responsibility but ultimately it was very enjoyable. Althea had two real projects to tackle on the day 
of my work experience, the first was a pair of vases made by a Venetian artist and the second was a 
ceramic pot made by an architect. She emailed me pictures of the vases and her proposed ideas. 
Being able to visualise the subjects and having specific conceptual ideas in place before the shoot 
was great as it gave me time to consider the projects more carefully before the day itself. 
 
For the first project we would photograph two small ceramic pots with various props. She had said 
she wanted to do something surreal with he pots, Salvador Dali was mentioned and another artist I 
can’t remember the name. She wanted to arrange the pots in an unconventional way in the scene. 
We ended up focusing on the taller pot which we both agreed was visually more interesting while 
the second smaller pot was kept more in the background. She used a glass background with squares 
of gold leaf and a sheet of rusted metal. She placed some weathered twigs and leaves in various 
positions and in the pots themselves. Althea composed a perfectly balanced set which she seemed 
to do instinctively. Her years as a painter paying great dividends. The lighting appeared simple but 



was quite subtle and precise. Two windows on the right side of the studio were covered with black 
netting providing natural directional light. She also used a reflector covered in black cloth to the 
right of the set controlling how much light fell on the ceramics. Althea could make the light look 
dramatically different with slight movements of the reflector. Also, the natural light coming through 
the windows constantly changed which was both challenging and rewarding. 
 
The second project would be quite different and was a bit more experimental. The vase was made 
by an architect and had a modern textured look about it that she wanted to emphasise. The 
inspiration for the shoot came from an Ernst Haas photograph of buildings reflected in a puddle of 
water. Also, pictures of Brutalist architecture that she had sent to me sparked ideas of building slick, 
sharp, polished shapes. Althea went to a builder’s merchant and purchased several sheets of metal, 
some black form and a mirror. To recreate reflective puddles, she sprayed water onto the glass base 
and then laid some clear plastic sheeting unevenly over it, this proved to be very effective. We 
created a modern cityscape type of scene with the pieces of metal and black foam and placed the 
pot (which reminded me of an industrial chimney) in the set. 
 

 
 
 
Postproduction 
 
Before dedicating her practice to making photographs Althea was a painter for many years. The way 
she uses Adobe Photoshop reflects her experience as a painter. She imports RAW files from the 
compact flash memory card using Adobe Bridge onto her MacBook Pro, she then quickly scans 
through thumbnails to see what she has got. Althea does not hesitate to start postproduction on an 
image that catches her eye. She has immense enthusiasm for her work which is contagious. 
 



Her very precise use of brushes and tools allows her to enhance her images and gives them a 
painterly feel. Instead of using curves to alter highlights, shadows and mid-tones she intricately adds 
highlights and shadows to various objects visible in image very much like a painter would paint in 
highlights and shadows in a scene, it really was a joy to watch her doing this. The files from her 
Canon DSLR appear to have perfect colour balance straight from the camera, this allows Althea to 
concentrate on the exposure, contrast, tones and clarity of the image itself. Althea likes to bracket 
images while working and this allows her to minimise the amount of tweaking, she does to an image 
in postproduction. She simply picks the one that is closest to the right exposure. This ultimately gives 
her a much higher quality file as she does not have to push the exposure up or down which normally 
leads to image degradation.  
 
 
Printing work  
 
Once Althea is happy with the image, she saves it as a high quality 16-bit TIFF. This can then be 
converted to a JPG which she only does when she needs to send images to be printed. Althea uses 
several different companies for printing her images. This gives her greater freedom and she can 
experiment with a huge variety of papers and finishes. Althea mentioned that a lot of labs and 
printers require embedding of specific colour profiles which she’s admits can be a bit of a pain, but it 
does ensure perfect colour reproduction of finished prints. Althea showed me finished large scale 
prints from several printers. I was very impressed by some of the prints that she had mounted on 
aluminium. One she said was made in Italy (she couldn’t remember the name of the printers) and 
another made by PhotoBox which was very good considering PhotoBox is considered a budget 
photographic printer. 
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After the shoot 
 
Althea sent me copies of all the pictures we made made during the day. A few days later she sent me 
a selection of her favourites that she had worked on using Photoshop. Her masterly use of 
Photoshop and her skills as a painter really brought out the best in the images. She is keen for me to 
work on a few of the images and show her the results. I hope to do some work on them in 
Photoshop. She is keen to see how I might enhance them. 
Reflection on Althea’s role within the visual arts industry.  
 
Althea’s role as a photographic artist is key to supplying new art works to the art-world as well as 
helping with the promotion of other artists work, specifically ceramics. Working as a freelance 
photographic-artist allows her complete freedom to express her artistic vision while managing to 
make a living (this is the dream for most artists). Althea’s work expresses strong emotional and 
aesthetic ideas and she creates mournful and powerful statements. Her work is personal and not 
driven by commercialism although she still hopes to market and sell her work in some form. By 
putting on solo exhibitions in both London and hopefully Italy, Althea maintains a dialogue within 
the arts industry and potentially clients that see her work.  Her long relationship within the arts 
industry helps her to build networks and ultimately sell her work. She has recently had meetings 
with several book publishers including Thames & Hudson. 


