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  To my parents




  Gene and Marie Beckman
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  PILEATED WOODPECKERS,




  woodcut, 2015, 11″ x 11″
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  THE ELVERS,




  wood engraving, 1999, 4.75″ x 6″




  Sitting in my car with the wet fog drifting in the windows, I tried to make sense of what I was seeing—two men lit up by their head lamps. Brilliant glows on silhouette bodies, their hands were brightly lit. So many nets formed screens of gray tones. I knew exactly what these men were fishing for—elvers or glass eels, the miniature creatures born of the Sargasso Sea. I sketched quickly, the fog drifting in, the darkness engulfing the scene.








  
INTRODUCTION Engraving a Maine Sense of Place





  By Carl Little




  Driving home to Stonington one spring night some years ago, Siri Beckman saw lights down near the shore at the edge of Deer Isle village. She pulled over to find out what was going on and encountered two men with headlamps and nets harvesting elvers, the baby eels that have become a lucrative coastal fishery.




  Beckman made a quick sketch on the spot and then fleshed it out a bit back in her studio, drawing on her memory. From there, she began to develop the drawing into a wood engraving, beginning with a more formal rendering on tracing paper so she could reverse the image when retracing it onto the woodblock.




  Then came the cutting, the slow process that entails figuring out which areas will be lightest, darkest, and middle tones. Along the way, several proofs were pulled to monitor progress. Beckman used six different tools for the engraving, plus six more for “special cuts.” With a good proof in hand, it was time to print (editions usually number 100).




  The resulting wood engraving, The Elvers, testifies to Beckman’s status as one of this country’s finest printmakers. The details amaze: the shafts of lamplight, the hull-like curve of the fyke net, the figures focused on their work, the night sky and distant silhouette of an island. As David Becker wrote in the ground-breaking survey of Maine print-making The Imprint of Place, “the clarity and openness of line” in her work “bring a new sensibility to the medium.”




  Stonington was Beckman’s longtime home base until 2017, when she relocated to Bath. That move brought new subjects. The first summer, a friend took her to a pick-your-own strawberry farm, which was later followed by a visit to a similar setup for blueberries. “Each of these farms offered great subject matter—people, action, landscape,” Beckman recalled.
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    STRAWBERRY PICKERS,




wood engraving, 2019, 5″ x 4″




  In the engraving Strawberry Pickers three figures in various poses gather berries. Beckman’s lines are precise and clean, but also suggestive of form and place—the bend of a back, the winding rows of strawberry bushes that lead the eye to trees in the distance. Here and there are the small flags berry pickers stick in the ground where they stopped, to allow the next person to claim a new patch.




  Another Bath piece, The Three Friends Contemplate Engineering—“Certainly my longest title ever!” Beckman noted—is one of only a handful of color woodcuts in the artist’s oeuvre. She found the scene at Heritage Days, Bath’s week-long celebration of July Fourth. She had walked up the Sagadahoc Bridge that spans the Kennebec River to get a photo of the Ferris wheel. “From the bridge I was looking right into the cars as they came up to the top position of the turning wheel. In the background is the Bath Iron Works.”




  Beckman could have titled the print after the holiday, but she wanted something
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    THREE FRIENDS CONTEMPLATING ENGINEERING,




 woodcut, 2016, 11″ x 10″




  different. “Suddenly I realized what connected the Ferris wheel to BIW—engineering.” The marvelously conceived image captures the sway of the gondola as three young people take in the view from on high.




  Some of Beckman’s print subjects originated in the six artist residencies she has taken part in over the years. The engraving Quiet Day began at Mesa Verde National Park where she lived in a hogan, the traditional dwelling of the Navaho people.




  Her long-time passion for animals shows up in many of her prints. Grizzly was created after a visit to Yellowstone where she had opportunities to see the bears from her car—“at about fifty yards”. The part-color woodcut The Sixty Million with its dart board center carries an environmental message: the history of the slaughter of an iconic species that roamed the American West.




  Woodcock is a tribute to an “odd bird” that lived among the alders at the edge of Beckman’s woods in Stonington. She remembers seeing a mother and her three young plucking worms with their long beaks, “all the while doing their fancy rocking foot-work.” Two other bird prints, Snowy Owls and Pileated Woodpeckers, were cut as lampshade designs.
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