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INTRODUCTION


People come to art in all sorts of ways, for lots of reasons and from diverse experiences. My evolution as a printmaking artist and wood engraver happened slowly and grew from a most unpromising start.
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[image: image] London Dreams (2010), wood engraving details collaged on a lino print (made from old, scuffed floor lino salvaged from a London Primary School on the brink of demolition) on Kozu paper, 81.2 × 63.8cm (32 × 25in), in the Museum of London collection.





As a baby, born in Liverpool, I developed severe hip problems and thus began a childhood of repeated long stays in hospital undergoing many operations to try to ‘normalise’ my legs. At that time (mid 1960s to early 1980s), each episode of orthopaedic surgery was invariably followed by months in bed before you’d be taught how to walk again and, once competent with a pair of crutches, you’d go home. So, for much of my time in hospital (about five years spread out over my first twenty years), I wasn’t exactly ill, but was stuck in bed trying to stave off boredom, while my legs took time to heal. So, what did I do with my time? I read numerous books and drew loads of pictures. What did I draw? Anything in my sightline.


I can’t claim to have been a child genius! I definitely wasn’t. My early drawings were entirely average. My first hospital drawings, when I was about four, were cartoons of children in adjacent beds with all the medical paraphernalia: drip stands, monitors, wheelchairs and walking frames. I carried on making increasingly detailed cartoons during every hospital stay for the next five years.


Later, I took to drawing representational images in a less linear, more tonal style with a stronger focus on chiaroscuro to suggest three-dimensionality. Most were only about A5 size. I drew what surrounded me at even closer proximity than children in nearby beds: bowls of fruit on my bedside locker, my face reflected in a reading lamp’s bulb, my reflection in a tea mug, or detailed studies of my hands and feet.




[image: image]


[image: image] Pencil drawing, 14.5 × 19cm (5¾× 7½in), on a sketchbook page, which I made in hospital in Liverpool in 1985.







[image: image]


[image: image] Small studies, in HB pencil, conté pencil and Bic biro on paper, of my left hand and right foot, made from my hospital bed in Liverpool in 1982.





For a long time, these drawings weren’t very good but, as I spent so much time working at them, they improved. My path to any ability was definitely via the 90 per cent perspiration and 10 per cent inspiration route. By the time I was eleven or twelve, I was beginning to be told that I was ‘good at art’, which was encouraging, though I don’t think I had any idea of what that might lead to, coming from a family with no artists in it. My English Mum was a children’s surgeon (specialising in general surgery on newborn babies) and my Belgian Dad was an oyster farmer turned hotelier.
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[image: image] Ephigenie (1994), three-block woodcut, 25 × 12cm (9¾ × 4¾in), by Jean Lodge (b.1941). Printed on rag paper that Jean made herself in the Ruskin School of Art printmaking studio, it is typical of her work in which each block’s wood grain is usually an enhanced, vital feature.





By seventeen, I couldn’t imagine a life without artmaking playing a key part, and I applied to art school. Because, after A-levels, I was scheduled to spend another six months in hospital having yet another major operation, Oxford University’s Ruskin School of Drawing and Fine Art offered me a deferred-entry place and assured me I wouldn’t need a Foundation course before enrolling, because Oxford’s Bachelor of Fine Arts degree would teach me all I’d need to know… So, at eighteen, still unsteady on my legs, I embarked on my degree with a portfolio from school and hospital, full of small, intensely-wrought drawings – almost all in black and white and made with basic materials: HB and B pencils, fine-line drawing pens, biros, watercolour pencils and some in white and black crayons on grey sugar paper.


I’d come from a comprehensive school in Crosby, Liverpool, where the art teaching was good but equipment was limited, into an environment where most of my peers had come from private schools with generously funded art departments offering every possible technique from oil painting to pastels, woodwork to welding. So, as it turned out, the Ruskin’s assurance that a pre-degree Foundation wasn’t necessary was misleading. Most students arrived there with a great grounding in a whole range of art materials and methods. Many of the art school’s tutors, rather than trying to fill in anyone’s technical gaps, tended to assume a level playing field, as if we had all come to university with the same range of artistic experience. A significant exception was the Ruskin’s printmaking department headed by an extraordinary artist, Jean Lodge, a specialist in woodcutting and etching techniques.
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[image: image] An Idea (1986), stone lithograph, 19 × 12.5cm (7½ × 5in), on BFK Rives paper. Based on studies of my face in various reflective surfaces, having painted the image on the litho stone in black tusche (a special greasy ink used in lithography), I scratched into the design with a scalpel blade to simulate wood grain effects in the print.
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[image: image] Mount Utsu, Okabe (Station #22) (1833–4), woodcut, 24.7 × 36.2cm (9¾ × 14¼in), by Utagawa Hiroshige on thin Japanese paper. An outstanding example of the detailed cutting and extraordinary watercolour blend effects achieved by Japanese artists cutting and printing the long grain of wild mountain cherry wood, known for its extremely fine grain and resistance to splintering.





Jean’s department offered introductory sessions in all kinds of printing processes: woodcut, etching, metal and wood engraving, screenprint and even stone lithography plus assorted photographic techniques. After a shaky start at the Ruskin, trying my hand at oil painting, I found my ‘home’ in its printmaking department and never looked back.


At that time (early 1980s), few British secondary schools seemed to teach printmaking – apart from very basic linocut, often done on rock-hard lino with poor-quality, blunt gouges – an off-putting introduction. So the Ruskin’s printmaking modules sensibly assumed no prior knowledge and set out to teach techniques few students would have encountered. Until then, I had no clear idea of what artists’ printmaking was. I was aware of some of the intense monochrome woodcuts by the great German artist Albrecht Dürer (1471–1528) and, as a teenager, my Mum had taken me to London to see the Royal Academy of Arts’ Great Japan Exhibition (1981–2), so I had been exposed to some of the great woodblock prints by Katsushika Hokusai (1760–1849), Utagawa Hiroshige (1797–1858) and others. I of course realised that illustrated books and all kinds of card and paper packaging materials must involve reproductive print processes of various sorts, but I wasn’t yet tuned in to printmaking as a means of creative expression and one that can result in the most extraordinarily compelling works of art.
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[image: image] RA Revolution (2017), stone lithograph, 30.5 × 42cm (12 × 16½in), on Somerset Satin paper. I made this at Hole Editions, Newcastle, UK. It looks very like my watercolour and pencil-and-wash sketchbook drawings and has a very different character to my wood engravings.
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[image: image] Balliol College Oxford (1995), wood engraving on boxwood, 16.5 × 24.6cm (6½ × 9¾in), on Gampi Vellum paper. I was commissioned by the college to make this, and it demonstrates the detail and tonal range possible in this medium. While similar, compositionally, to RA Revolution, its character and mark-making differ significantly from stone lithography.





Although I tried etching, photo-etching, copper engraving, screenprint and woodcut, I quickly became enthralled by wood engraving and stone lithography. Drawing on the specially prepared limestones to create lithographs resulted in images with the closest connections to my sketchbook drawings, whereas wood engraving allowed for an extraordinary level of highly detailed work and greater potential for a wider and infinitely variable array of marks from assorted steel burins, each with its own unique cutting tip. Wood engraving also involved ‘drawing in light’ and produced images with amazing depth and chiaroscuro, effects I loved – and still love all these years later.


After graduating from the Ruskin, then studying postgraduate printmaking at London’s Central School of Art, my career unfolded primarily in London, but with a truly inspiring scholarship year at the British School at Rome in 1989–90 and, later, many sketching expeditions in Italy. During my year in Rome, in my mid-twenties, I extended my wood engraving into collage-making.


Back in London and some years later, having children, I had less time for sketching but found myself, instead, beachcombing on English and Welsh seaside holidays. It was then I realised the potential of found materials such as seashells, pebbles, pottery shards and broken glass as supports for collages involving wood engravings on paper.


I’ve tried to keep an open-minded, experimental, playful approach to printmaking throughout my career. While my work involves a wide range of print-based techniques, wood engraving has been my focus for over forty years. It’s a technique steeped in history and tradition, yet I always try to bring to it something new. My most recent experiments have involved reconfiguring my wood engravings via a kaleidoscope app and image creation software to make entirely new digital compositions retaining the look and feel of wood engravings.
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[image: image] Torre (1990), collaged wood engraving, 21.5 × 16cm (8½ × 6¼in), on Basingwerk Parchment paper. This was only my second collage, made in Rome. The ease of printing many identical impressions from a single woodblock directly inspired it as it uses repeatedly printed details from four of my engravings to construct an imaginary Tower of Babel.
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[image: image] Il Colosseo (1990), collaged wood engraving with grey ink wash, 18.5 × 12.5cm (7¼ × 5in), on Basingwerk Parchment paper (in the Ashmolean Museum collection). Inspired by Rome’s colosseum, I made this by using details from several impressions of the same four prints I had used to make Torre.
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[image: image] Via Appia (1994), wood engravings and coloured papers collaged on the front and back of concertina-folded, semi-transparent, Japanese tissue, 17 × 40.6 × 1.4cm (6¾ × 16 × ½in). The colonnade is created entirely from columns culled from printings of Rotunda × 4 (illustrated in Chapter 9).
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[image: image] Radio Waves (2014), wood engravings on paper collaged on the concave surface of an oyster shell (scavenged from a beach in Mumbles, Wales), 8 × 5 × 1.3cm (3¼ × 2 × ½in). Its central component depicting Liverpool’s Radio City tower is attached at the base only, so that it projects in front of the shell.
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[image: image] Two London Churches (2018), wood engravings on paper collaged on two mirrored-glass shards, 5 × 4 × 0.3cm (2 × 1½ × 1⁄8in). Its silvering has a pinkish hue and gold-coloured patterning.
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[image: image] Grand Tour (2012), wood engravings on paper collaged on a pebble, 5 × 3.9 × 2.5cm (2 × 1½ × 1in). The stone’s smooth, slightly translucent, reasonably flat, surface with paler rim seemed to suggest a frame for a miniature composition.
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[image: image] Blue Archway (2012), wood engravings on paper collaged on a glazed pottery shard, 4.8 × 3.4 × 1cm (2 × 1¼ × 3⁄8in). Dug up in my London garden, this tiny ceramic fragment’s blue pattern suggested a dark archway, which inspired this composition.
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[image: image] In Search of New Worlds (2018), linocut and wood engravings collaged on paper under convex glass, diameter: 33cm (13in). From a series of works aiming to suggest convex glass mirrors, it was made on papier mâché formed to the shape of a convex glass ‘lid’. That lid comprises part of the finished work (though it is photographed without it).





Over the years I have taught numerous short wood engraving courses at museums, colleges, print workshops and public galleries. Aspects of any technique can be conveyed step by step but, beyond the essentials, that is not how I teach engraving. Anyone interested in this amazing medium has the potential to bring something new, individual and entirely unique to even the tiniest woodblock. In this book, I aim to explain some of the more productive creative directions and processes I’ve taught as well as those I’ve used in my own work, including mixed-media methods. I hope they may inspire you to take wood engraving in even more experimental, surprising directions. I’d love to see what you do with it. Good luck!
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[image: image] Queen Elizabeth Hospital for Sick Children (1994), watercolour on paper, 21 × 30cm (8¼ × 11¾in). Commissioned by the hospital, this provided source material for my wood engraving, four years later, of the same subject.
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[image: image] QEH (1998), wood engraving on boxwood, 10 × 13.3cm (4 × 5¼in), printed on Gampi Vellum paper, with linocut for the phone box’s red colouring. Commissioned by the former Queen Elizabeth Hospital for Children in East London, this later provided the source material for a completely new digital print.
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[image: image] Greece – Storm Light (2019), wood engravings on paper and fragment of Greek (pre Euro) banknote collaged on glazed ceramic bowl, diameter: 4.2cm (1¾in).
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[image: image] Last Dance (2023), digital print, (developed from wood engraving and stone lithograph via kaleidoscope app and Photoshop), 27.6 × 20.7cm (10¾ × 8¼in), on Somerset Satin paper.







CHAPTER 1


WHAT IS A WOOD ENGRAVING?


Printing on textiles (later on paper) from carved woodblocks was a Chinese invention from at least two thousand years ago. The Tang and Song dynasties (spanning the seventh to the thirteenth centuries) developed the technique, even inventing the first moveable type for printing text alongside images. The process reached its apex in Japan in the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries with the vibrant Ukiyo-e (pictures of the floating world) woodblock prints of people and landscapes by Hokusai, Hiroshige and others: their complex, multi-layered images cut on woodblocks by professional block-cutters and printed using liquid water-based inks, specially made papers, and a method of hand-printing using a disc-shaped implement called a ‘baren’. The woodblock remained East Asia’s most widely used printing method for artistic and commercial applications until the early twentieth century. Its influence on Western artists was profound and still resonates today.




[image: image]


[image: image] Last Dance (2023), digital print, 27.6 × 20.7cm (10¾ × 8¼in), on Somerset Satin paper. I made this by photographing my engraving QEH through a kaleidoscope app. Then, in Photoshop, I copied and pasted blue sky details (from my lithograph RA Revolution) into which I drew aeroplanes and vapour trails digitally, and added hints of green to suggest garden squares.





In Europe, the invention of the printing press in about 1440 by German goldsmith Johannes Gutenberg (1393/1406–68) led to an explosion of printing in the West, including the production of chapbooks: a form of medieval, mass-produced, woodblock-printed booklet used for disseminating illustrated ephemera of all kinds including almanacs, folktales, children’s stories, poems and ballads, as well as religious and political tracts.
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[image: image] One of many wooden presses in the Plantin-Moretus Museum, Antwerp, Belgium, Western Europe’s oldest surviving print workshop established over 400 years ago. A UNESCO World Heritage Site, it houses leather ink dabbers (which pre-date the nineteenth century innovation of printing rollers) and many presses including the world’s two oldest surviving wooden ones. This particular press, along with many others in the museum, has intact tympans and frisket – rarities today.
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[image: image] Spring Festival (after Hiroshige) (2020), archival pigment print, 27 × 19cm (10½ × 7½in), on A4 Hahnemühle photo rag paper, by Emily Allchurch (b.1974) who here recreates, using her own location photographs, one of Hiroshige’s One Hundred Famous Views of Edo (1856–58). This is one of a substantial series, all inspired by Hiroshige’s woodblock prints.







[image: image]


[image: image] Canary Wharf in Construction (1998), multi-block linocut on Kozo-Shi No. 15 paper, 23 × 18.5cm (9 × 7¼in) by Janet Brooke (b.1947). Part of an ambitious series of London-themed works collectively titled 36 Views of Canary Wharf, this was inspired by Hokusai’s famous woodblock print series 36 Views of Mount Fuji.





DÜRER'S LEGACY


An early outstanding European exponent of woodblock prints was the German artist Albrecht Dürer. By the time he reached his teens, Dürer’s hometown of Nuremberg was awash with woodcutting craftsmen. His godfather, goldsmith-turned-printer Anton Koberger (c.1440/45–1513), became Germany’s most successful printer-publisher with twenty-four printing presses and multiple offices at home and abroad. Koberger’s best-known publication – one of the best-documented early printed books – is the Nuremberg Chronicle (1493), a sophisticated colour-woodblock-illustrated encyclopaedia comprising accounts of human and world history, including biblical, secular and mythological narratives from antiquity. It contained an unprecedented 1,809 woodcut illustrations, including some probably worked on by Dürer during his apprenticeship. Later, as a mature painter-printmaker, Dürer could fairly be described as the Western world’s first internationally celebrated artist – his reputation resting on widespread dissemination of his prints on paper. Like the Japanese artists mentioned earlier, Dürer would have used professional block-cutters to carve woodblocks with his detailed pen drawings.




[image: image]


[image: image] These facsimiles of medieval playing cards (with stencilled colours) were commissioned by the V&A (2008) for a video of historic woodcut processes, for one of its Medieval and Renaissance galleries. The long grain pearwood block is one of two: this one was intentionally unfinished, being used to film me cutting with gouges. A finished block was used to print both figures.





The craftsmanship in retaining, in each block’s cutting, Dürer’s intricate penmanship of crosshatched effects, was phenomenal – especially when you consider that, in all relief printing techniques (such as woodcut, wood engraving and linocut and, at its most basic, the humble potato-cut), what you leave uncut on the block’s smooth surface is the part that is inked and printed, while all the cut parts will be the paper-white areas of the finished print. So, to achieve in a relief print the effects of pen-drawing and so simulate the look of his drawings, artisans cutting Dürer’s blocks would have had to cut out all the little diamond-shapes between the crosshatched black lines drawn on the wood’s surface.
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[image: image] The Circumcision (1505), woodcut on paper, 29.8 × 21.2cm (11¾ × 8¼in), by Albrecht Dürer. Many artists engraving end grain boxwood couldn’t achieve this degree of detail. The fact that this is cut on long grain rather than on end grain wood makes its finesse even more remarkable. Image supplied by fine print dealer Elizabeth Harvey-Lee.
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[image: image] Belvedere Torso (1984), reduction woodcut on paper, 30.2 × 25.4cm (12 × 10in). This was only my second woodcut, made on thin plywood that printed well but splintered readily. Cut with U- and V-gouges, it is closer in character to the woodcuts of twentieth century German Expressionists than to Dürer’s.
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[image: image] This tree with snow was cut with U- and V-gouges on a long grain plywood block. It gives a strong print but has a very different character to prints engraved on end grain wood.
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[image: image] Tree with Snow (1985), woodcut print on paper, 30.5 × 17.9cm (12 × 7in). This image, of a tree in the gardens of Worcester College, Oxford, which I made as a student, clearly shows the wood grain texture running vertically up block and print.





Prints by Dürer and contemporaries in Renaissance Europe and by the historic Japanese and Chinese artists are known as woodcut or woodblock prints. In them, the images are cut using steel gouges and special knives on the plank or long grain of the wood. The wood grain direction may affect the image’s character and cutting. You can see wood grain texture very clearly in woodcut prints closer to our own times – by the early twentieth century German Expressionists such as Käthe Kollwitz (1867–1945).


Wood engraving, by contrast, is closer to the technique of engraving on metal, using steel tools with sharp points as opposed to the U- or V-shaped gouges used for wood-cutting. Another crucial difference is that engravings are cut on the cross grain (also known as end grain) rather than the plank, so grain direction plays no part whatsoever in how an image is cut on an engraving block. What is more important in end grain engraving wood is that the tree’s rings are tightly and evenly spaced (from a slow-growing tree) and that the wood is receptive to detailed cutting. On the ideal piece of wood, the artist can cut easily and crisply in any direction on its planed, smooth-as-glass surface, like a skater gliding in perfectly choreographed loops across a frozen lake.


The origins of engraving on end grain wood – particularly boxwood – are unknown. Fabric printing, using carved end grain woodblocks, has been practised in India for centuries and other examples of end grain woodblock printing exist prior to the life of British craftsman, Thomas Bewick (1754–1828), a Newcastle-born engraver of, primarily, rural subjects. However, it was Bewick’s developments in the medium – notably his use of tools designed for copper engraving to engrave his woodblocks – that raised the method to hitherto unknown finesse, such that he is often erroneously credited with having invented it. Bewick’s sophisticated technique with its particular suitability for graphic images of extraordinary detail was swiftly adopted by the burgeoning newspaper industry since, at this time, although photography existed, the means to mass-reproduce photographs did not.




[image: image]


[image: image] St Bride’s (2014), wood engraving on a tiny boxwood roundel, 4.5 × 3.7cm (1¾ × 1½in), on Gampi Vellum paper.
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[image: image] London Olympic Velodrome Site (2010) wood engraving on boxwood (with stencil), 10 × 12.5cm (4 × 5in), on Gampi Vellum paper. I was able to engrave spontaneous, fluent swirls (using a multiple tool) for the lorry’s tyre tracks because the end grain block offers no resistance to cutting in any direction across its smooth surface.
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[image: image] Development (1990), wood engraving on boxwood, 6 × 5cm (2¼ × 2in), on Basingwerk Parchment paper. I engraved this with a simulated wood grain pattern. To make a print of genuine wood grain, you would need to use long grain wood.
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[image: image] Thomas Bewick’s final tailpiece, wood engraving on boxwood, 5.5 × 8.5cm (2¼ × 3¼in). This characteristically detailed image mixing rural life with human incident concludes Bewick’s Memoir, completed in 1828. It shows a coffin being borne from Cherryburn, where he was born, to a boat to take it to Ovingham churchyard, where he was buried that same year.
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[image: image] Frogs by Thomas Bewick (1753–1828), wood engraving on paper, 3.5 × 6.4cm (1½ × 2½in). Apparently this so impressed art critic John Ruskin (1819–1900) that he examined a frog’s skeleton to confirm how accurate was the depiction of the twin peaks on the backs of Bewick’s frogs.







[image: image]


[image: image] Boundary Lane (2007), wood engraving on boxwood, 8.7 × 5.7cm (3½ × 2¼in), on white paper, by Ian Corfe-Stephens (b.1940), whose engravings demonstrate Bewick’s influence in their tiny scale, the character of their tool cuts and their subjects – of rural life and unexpected vignettes – such as these two birds camouflaged among weeds.
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[image: image] End grain woodblocks such as these are still carved and used in India today to hand-print beautiful, multicoloured, woodblock-printed fabrics.





COMMERCIAL WOOD ENGRAVING


Hundreds of firms of wood engravers arose to produce imagery for commercial purposes – many employing numerous engravers. With tight deadlines (especially for newspapers), this multitude of skilled engravers would have worked long, unsocial hours, probably for quite low pay – perhaps the sweatshop workers of their day.


Each firm would have had one or more master craftsmen who would transfer their drawings or photographic images onto large blocks, each of which comprised perhaps a dozen or more small blocks, all of identical height and clamped together with entirely flush edges. With the image delineated across its entire surface, all the small blocks would then be taken out of the clamp and divvied out among the workforce. Experienced engravers would, no doubt, be charged with trickier areas: figures or architectural details for instance, while novices would be tasked with easier parts such as foliage or skies (for which there existed a mechanical device for engraving tonal parallel lines). All the team would work with tools of the same gauge so that all marks were at a similar scale across blocks comprising a single image before the blocks were bolted back together to create one large image for printing. Firms developed house styles so their engravers would cut particular areas of an image in specific directions with a character of almost invisible tool marks.


Skies were often rendered in horizontal lines with varying amounts of uncut wood between each cut line so as to create different tones of grey in the engraving – much as halftone dots in newspaper photographs create those effects today. The cutting direction was also significant because, when small blocks were engraved and reassembled to form a single image for printing, each one needed to link seamlessly with adjacent blocks by other hands. If one engraver, for instance, had engraved a sky with diagonal lines or swirls when all other engravers’ tones comprised horizontal lines, the differently cut one would have stuck out like a sore thumb! These trade engravings featured extraordinarily consistent cutting across all blocks, as well as incredibly tiny tool marks so that any minor stylistic errors would be virtually indiscernible in the prints.




[image: image]


[image: image] Burning of the Ring Theatre, Vienna (1881). Wood engraving (engravers unknown) simulating fine pen drawing, printed from ten blocks locked together after engraving to print the complete image, 31.7 × 23cm (12½ × 9in), on newsprint. Drawn from a sketch by a ‘Herr Mangold of Vienna’ and published in the Illustrated London News, 17 December 1881.





Boxwood (Buxus sempervirens) – from that very slow-growing hedge often used for creating living mazes or intriguing topiary in stately homes – could be engraved with extraordinary precision and was strong enough to take thousands of printings with no visible deterioration in quality. This made it ideal for the newspaper and book printing trades until photomechanical techniques replaced it in mass-produced commercial publications from the early twentieth century.


Bewick’s advances in wood engraving were, however, slower to catch on in the field of fine art. His contemporary – English visionary poet-painter-printmaker William Blake (1757–1827) – created only seventeen small wood engravings (for a publication of Virgil’s Eclogues in 1821). Blake’s acolytes, Samuel Palmer (1805–81) and Edward Calvert (1799–1883), produced just one and seven engravings respectively. Yet their influence on early twentieth century British artists was profound because of their showing in a V&A exhibition (1926): Drawings, Etchings and Woodcuts by Samuel Palmer and Other Disciples of William Blake. This was seen by Paul Nash (1889–1946), the young Eric Ravilious (1903–42) and others who adopted wood engraving for fine art purposes (much as Andy Warhol took on screenprinting in the mid twentieth century) and used it to great effect.




[image: image]


[image: image] The Explosion of the Right Siege-Train, Near Inkerman Hill, Crimea (detail, 1881). Wood engraving with tint tool cutting to create subtly variant sky tones, printed from many blocks locked together to print the complete image, 23 × 33cm (9 × 13in), on newsprint. From a sketch by an ‘E A Goodall’, it was published in the Illustrated London News, 17 December 1881.







[image: image]


[image: image] Zoological illustration (untitled), nineteenth century wood engraving on white paper, engraver unknown, 10 × 7cm (4 × 2¾in). The finesse of its tonal cutting is phenomenal, yet its unsung maker is entirely unknown. This was a gift on the birth of my son, from the wonderfully adept tonal wood engraver Monica Poole (1921–2003).







[image: image]


[image: image] Grecian Sky (2019), my wood engravings and details of nineteenth century engravings on paper collaged on glazed ceramic bowl, diameter: 8.7cm (3½in) × depth: 5cm (2in).





Meanwhile, the parallel influence of Dürer can be seen in engravings by William Morris (1834–96), Edward Burne-Jones (1833–98), Lucien Pissarro (1863–1944) and other pioneers of Britain’s Arts and Crafts Movement. Their blocks are phenomenally intricate and, like Dürer’s, simulated black-line drawings, hence their technical term: black-line engravings. By contrast, Bewick’s engravings began to explore the medium’s white-line possibilities: images that at first sight resemble pen drawings but which, on closer inspection, reveal a range of tonal marks that come directly from an engagement with inventive white-on-black tool cuts, rather than merely trying to reproduce pre-existing pen lines. To make such revolutionary images, artists needed to create images in light, which required a thinking process akin to that of making drawings in white chalk on black paper. It’s that white-line effect – known as white-line engraving – that inspired the twentieth century’s great British artist-engravers including Gwen Raverat (1885–1957), Gertrude Hermes (1901–83), Clare Leighton (1898–1989), Monica Poole (1921–2003), Simon Brett (1943–2024) and many others. It’s those same effects and their seemingly infinite possibilities that continue to inspire artists today.




[image: image]


[image: image] Marcus Aurelius I for The Meditations of Marcus Aurelius. Folio Society (2002). Wood engraving on lemonwood, 15 × 9.2cm (6 × 3½in), on Zerkall paper, by Simon Brett. © Estate of Simon Brett. This has some features of black-line engraving but also wonderful white-line cutting with wider and narrower parallel lines spaced far apart or closer together to create its tones.







[image: image]


[image: image] Marcus Aurelius III for The Meditations of Marcus Aurelius. Folio Society, 2002. Wood engraving on lemonwood, 15 × 9.2cm (6 × 3½in), on Zerkall paper, by Simon Brett. © Estate of Simon Brett. This expertly combines both black-line and white-line tonal effects and adds scatterings of crisply stippled dots to provide even subtler tones and beautifully contrasted tool marks.







CHAPTER 2


WOOD, GRAVERS AND OTHER MATERIALS


Suppliers of specialist materials are listed towards the end of this book and detailed information about wood, tools, printing rollers and inks are included here and in other chapters describing their use.
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[image: image] A selection of my wood engraving blocks from various different tree species, plus a selection of engraving tools.





DIFFERENT WOODS FOR ENGRAVING


Not all woods are suitable for engraving. Like Goldilocks trying out the beds in the house of the three bears: some are too hard, some too soft and others just right. Woods I have used include box, lemon, holly, pear and American maple. I’m told that certain varieties of cherry, apple and magnolia can be engraved too. I’ve also heard of engravers working on large end grain kitchen chopping boards, which comprise lots of small hardwood pieces carefully joined with glue and carpentry joints. In fact, because engraving wood is so slow-growing, larger blocks do have to be specially made by expertly joining smaller pieces together, so that the joins are perfectly aligned and invisible in the printing.




[image: image]


[image: image] A block prepared for engraving from my mother’s holly bush. You can see clearly the closely spaced treering patterns in this large roundel.







[image: image]


[image: image] While there are lots of useful sundries for wood engraving, essentially all you need is a woodblock, two tools with different cutting tips, a small inking slab, a roller, printing ink, a teaspoon and some paper.







[image: image]


[image: image] My magnifying lens attaches to my desk with a small G-clamp and provides extremely helpful magnification of my engraved marks.







[image: image]


[image: image] If using a lens, never leave it unattended within range of direct sunlight. Lenses can cause housefires! This sock-puppet (made years ago by one of my children) is a perfect lens cover. If you don’t have a handy puppet – an old sock will do the job!





Box


Boxwood is what you might call the Rolls Royce of engraving woods. It’s very slow-growing. Its rings are closely spaced and of more or less equal width. Trees that grow fast in summer and slow in winter make terrible engraving woods. The winter rings can be too tough to engrave while the wider summer rings are too soft. Box grows at a consistent rate all year round and cuts cleanly without splintering. When seasoned and planed to glass-like smoothness, its amber-coloured surface is perfect for engraving and can withstand thousands of printings without wearing out. Traditionally, English boxwood has been considered the best. That’s because we have such miserable weather that British box is especially slow-growing and so is prized over faster-growing trees from warmer climes! Unfortunately, because a box tree needs about 200 years to grow to sufficient girth to make decent-sized blocks, supplies of it are limited because of the quantities used for engravings (and other purposes) in earlier centuries.




[image: image]


[image: image] I engraved this image of London’s Olympic stadium in 2011 on a boxwood block. It cut cleanly and crisply. There is some talcum powder rubbed into the engraved marks of this and most of the other blocks illustrated so as to enhance the visibility of the tool-marks.







[image: image]


[image: image] Olympic Shadows (2011), wood engraving on boxwood, 10.3 × 12.8cm (4 × 5in), on Gampi Vellum paper. Boxwood facilitates particularly fine, complex, engraving. Also, note that the finished print is a perfect mirror image of what was engraved on the block.





Lemonwood


Lemonwood – nothing to do with lemons and sometimes called Castello Boxwood – is a deciduous, fast-growing tree native to Paraguay, Nicaragua and other parts of Central and South America, the leaves of which, when rubbed, give off a citrus scent. An excellent, less pricey alternative to boxwood, it’s faster-growing and thus available in larger sizes. Many engravers can’t discern a difference between engraving the pinkish-grey surface of end grain lemon rather than box. I find lemon marginally softer but the difference is negligible and both give great results. For larger-scale engravings, lemonwood is a great choice. Since a block-maker can create blocks larger than any tree’s girth by joining pieces together, the number of smaller blocks required to make a larger composite is generally far fewer, if using lemonwood, than for box where available pieces tend to be much smaller and thus the labour involved for the block-maker makes larger boxwood blocks notably more expensive than lemonwood ones of the same size.




[image: image]


[image: image] This lemonwood end grain block comprises four pieces joined perfectly with glue, plus carpentry joints at the sides (not visible in this image) to provide extra strength. The joins on a composite block should be seamless so that they don’t affect either engraving or printing.
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