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Bibliographical Note

The Art of the Woodcut: Masterworks from the 1920s is an unabridged republication of the work originally published as The Woodcut of Today at Home and Abroad by The Studio, London, in 1927. The eight color plates of the original book have been reproduced here in black and white in their original positions; they appear in full color in an eight-page color insert between pages 134 and 135. A new Introduction has been specially prepared for the Dover edition by David A. Beronä.
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Introduction

Malcolm Charles Salaman, born in London in 1855, was the eldest son of the composer Charles Salaman. He studied mechanical engineering at the University of Manchester; however, he decided to pursue literary interests and published a book of poems in 1879. Three of his plays were produced on stage, and in 1893 he began his career as an art critic for the Sunday Times and the Daily Graphic. By the turn of the century, Salaman had gained a reputation as a connoisseur of prints with successive books on various features of the graphic arts. His revision of Alfred Whitman’s Print Collector’s Handbook was recognized as a work of scholarly insight. In 1915 Salaman was associated with The Studio magazine—he not only contributed articles but also wrote the introduction to the 33-volume series Masters of Etching, published by The Studio, earning Salaman an honorary fellowship in the Royal Society of Painter-Etchers and Engravers. He was the general editor for the annual Fine Prints of the Year from 1923 to 1938, which was one of the few directories—although with noted inconsistencies—in which artist, title, and edition size of every etching plate created each year was documented. Salaman’s power and influence in the print world was remarkable, confirmed by his involvement in numerous publications, especially the directory Fine Prints of the Year, where inclusion rested solely with Salaman.

I first encountered the work of Salaman when I was weeding out a collection of art books at the Josephine S. Abplanalp Library on the Westbrook College campus, where I was employed early in my career as a librarian. I found the volumes of Masters of Etching, which showed wear since their publication in the 1920s, and I immediately became engrossed in Salaman’s notes on etchers with whom I was unfamiliar, such as Marius Bauer, Charles Meryon, and Alphonse Legros. Salaman not only provided essential biographical information but also a thorough appreciation of the content, which he presented in a very personal tone. It was this conversational style that I found engaging. Needless to say, I retained this series in the library’s art collection and kept in mind the name of Salaman, who began surfacing regularly as my research in printmaking grew, my attention centering on woodcuts and wood engraving.

The woodcut, recognized as the oldest relief printing medium, is made by cutting an image on the plank or side grain of softwoods. With the advent of the printing press, the woodcut was used for printing illustrations together with type set for text in books, newspapers, and journals. As the publishing industry grew more complex and efficient, the woodcut was replaced with steel and copper engravings until the nineteenth century. As the demand for quality illustrations grew, Thomas Bewick, who was trained as an engraver, created the technique of etching in wood, and as a result wood engraving replaced steel engraving. Wood engraving, which uses the end grain of hardwoods such as boxwood, was noted for displaying precise detail and fine lines. In addition, wood engraving had the advantage of being set with type more easily and inexpensively than steel and copper. In the case of newspapers, time became critical when providing an illustration to late-arriving news and events. In order to address this need, an assembly line of engravers was employed.

Production turn-around time was further increased in 1860 by Charles Wells, who created a means of pulling together a number of endgrain woodblocks to reproduce a large illustration. This invention allowed various engravers to work on individual sections of an illustration, which were pulled together after completion and finished so that the joints of the individual blocks did not appear on the page. In addition to its commercial importance, wood engraving played a leading role in the illustration of schoolbooks, which was significant to the advancement of public education. With the rise of photography as a more economic means of reproducing illustrations, the commercial value of wood engraving declined. However, at the beginning of the twentieth century, the relief print—notably the woodcut and wood engraving—grew as a creative means of expression, due largely to Edward Gordon Craig (1872–1966), an Englishman who founded the Society of Wood Engravers. A comprehensive account of the development of wood engraving as an accepted form of artistic expression is covered by Albert Garrett in A History of Wood Engraving.

Years ago, as I rummaged through a secondhand bookstore, I opened a copy of The Woodcut of To-day: At Home and Abroad (retitled here as The Art of the Woodcut: Masterworks from the 1920s), decorated with a gray linen cover and a tile surface displaying the stylized letter S for the publisher—The Studio. Salaman’s name on the title page brought back a recollection of his writing, and I rediscovered after reading a few paragraphs his refined yet engaging style. By this time, I had developed an appreciation of prints, especially woodcuts. An essential set of resource books on woodcuts that I found vital in my research included An Introduction to a History of Woodcut by Arthur M. Hind, A History of Wood Engraving by Douglas Percy Bliss, and The Modern Woodcut: A Study of the Evolution of the Craft by Herbert Furst, who also edited the set The Woodcut: An Annual, which was published from 1927 to 1930. Furst attributes his interest in the woodcut “as a means of free aesthetic expression” to Salaman in the first lines of his Preface to The Modern Woodcut, which he also dedicates to Salaman, whom he recognized as “the indefatigable champion of print makers.”

In The Art of the Woodcut, Salaman presents an overview of the woodcut, which he uses as an inclusive term to include wood engraving. He provides readers with a diverse display of conventional subject matter in prints and book illustrations, in contrast to the more experimental and perplexing themes in the Expressionists’ woodcuts. Just as important as his selection is Salaman’s commentary and his simple narrative style, which makes this an absorbing book from an historical perspective and a worthy companion volume to Furst’s more critical and comprehensive book.

Malcolm Salaman primarily covers woodcuts from 1920s Great Britain, while presenting a variety of woodcuts from other countries, including France, Holland, Sweden, Norway, Italy, Germany, Austria, Japan, Canada, Poland, Russia, Belgium, and the United States. This selection presents artists working directly with wood and, in the case of wood engraving, abandoning the traditional process of handing over a drawing to a commercial engraver. Examples include the exploration of various techniques from simple lines and open white space, as demonstrated in Benvenuto Disertori’s “Illustration for ‘The Decameron,’ ” to greater intricacy of line and shading in Honoré Broutelle’s “Le Vase.” English Art Nouveau in the late nineteenth century was particularly enamored with Japanese art, especially the Ukiyo-e “pictures of a floating world” style. These woodblock prints, popular during Japan’s Tokugawa Period (1603-1867), were exemplified by simplicity in form and appearance. This Eastern influence is reflected in many of the European prints, such as John Platt’s “Siesta.” In addition to the many black-and-white woodcuts and wood engravings there are eight woodcuts in color—a process largely overlooked when discussing woodcuts—for example, “Mountain Torrent,” by W J. Phillips and expressive two-color woodcuts such as “Leveuse,” by A. Deslignières. Not only are lesser-known artists featured—Art of the Woodcut also includes works by artists whose names are more familiar to readers: Jon Farleigh, Eric Gill, Clare Leighton, Robert Gibbings, Gertrude Hermes, Blair Hughes-Stanton, Rockwell Kent, and William Zorach.

What I find beneficial from survey books such as the present edition is the discovery of an unfamiliar print by a known artist, or a print that I personally enjoy—or find bewildering—by an unknown artist.
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