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NOTES 

Toward %ecoverina wake's 

^efief-^Ejtckina Process 

JOHN WRIGHT 

The photographically reduced group of Blake's 
Songs shown here [ f r o n t cover] is from a r e l i e f -
etched facsimi le p r i n t based on the wel l known 
electrotypes of Alexander G i l c h r i s t ' s Life of 
William Blake. In 1971-1972, I began a technical 
and h i s to r i ca l study of Blake's r e l i e f etching 
process with the support of a Study Fellowship 
from the American Council of Learned Societ ies. 
Owing especial ly to expert and generous help from 
Bartolomeu Dos Santos and Karl Heideken of the 
Slade School of Fine A r t , Universi ty College, London, 
in which harmonious i n s t i t u t i o n I had the fur ther 
good fortune of being admitted to study, I made 
s u f f i c i e n t progress in learning etching and 
p r in t i ng to discover some important and previously 
overlooked elements of Blake's methods, an account 
of which is planned fo r a l a te r issue of Blake 
Newsletter. In the course of test ing and applying 
already current ideas about Blake's process and 
those that arose as I worked, I made a series of 
re l ie f -e tched facsimiles of Blake's designs which 
were then pr inted s ingly and in various groups. A 
var iety of techniques were used in making and 
p r in t ing these works and I hope th is account of 
them w i l l prove useful to others who want to study 
Blake's prime medium techn ica l l y , or make such 
facs imi les , or , as I have t r i e d to do recent ly , 
to teach and apply the medium for the making of 
new works. 

various pens and brushes to see what kinds of l ines 
I could re l i ab ly get onto the copper. I used 
Rhind's stopping-out varnish throughout the work 
as the acid res is tant medium with which to draw on 
the p la tes. Any f ine brush of the 000-series scale 
seemed to work wel l enough a f te r a l i t t l e prac t ice . 
I f a i l e d despite numerous t r i a l s to get s u f f i c i e n t l y 
consistent resul ts with metal or q u i l l pens, even 
when the i r grooves were carefu l ly widened to 
increase the flow capacity of the varnish, which 
was also thinned in various ways to improve flow 
[ i l l u s . la and l b ] . Ruthven Todd, however, reports 
( i n correspondence) good success wi th q u i l l and 
reed pens and varnish--but I do not know what 
scale of work and size of l ines he found i t 
e f fec t i ve f o r . 

The small design shown here as i l l u s . 2 
exemplif ies several charac ter is t ic d i f f i c u l t i e s 
of the r e l i e f process. I t was drawn on a copper 
plate with a pen and the l e t t e r i ng was wr i t t en 
backwards. Some of the l ines were drawn as th in as 
possible and i t was etched for about four hours in 
the 2:1 water and n i t r i c acid formula reported by 
Hayter {New Ways of Gravure* London, 1966, p. 64) , 
which seems to be too strong for work done on th is 
scale, which approximates Blake's . Hayter, Todd, 
and Miro etched the bigger designs they made " fo r 
at least nine hours u n t i l the plate had los t about 

Af ter several weeks of study of t r ad i t i ona l 
i n t ag l i o etching, I s tar ted to experiment with 
basic elements of the r e l i e f process, f i r s t t ry ing 

John Wright (Univ. of Michigan) is author of 
Shelley's Myth of Metaphor and Poems and Woodcuts, 
forthcoming from the Univ. of Nebraska Press. 
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la & b (below) Rel ief and i n tag l i o pr in ts taken from zinc t r i a l plate prepared with pen. and d i lu ted varnish, 
and b i t ten continuously in n i t r i c solut ion for about three hours. Signs of l ine erosion are evident, 
especial ly in lower r i g h t . 

2 ( l e f t ) " L i t t l e Lamb Who": Rel ief p r i n t from re l ie f -e tched t r i a l p la te , showing ef fects of strong 
etching on f i n e - l i n e and re la t i ve l y open-faced—i . e . , sparsely painted—designs, and e f fec t of ink 
spreading to basin of p la te . Printed on i n tag l i o press. 

.*£...; j / w t i # i iV r i ^ t 

ha l f of i t s o r ig ina l th ickness." Relat ively open 
areas of a design l i k e mine or the f i r s t p late of 
Little Girl Lost w i l l not , I th ink , stand up 
re l i ab l y under such prolonged b i t i n g , as the l ines 
here show. The dark background, i nc i den ta l l y , was 
produced by ink pressing down in to the wells of 
the r e l a t i v e l y shallowly etched areas: i t s nice 
s t r i a ted texture is charac ter is t ic of the action of 
n i t r i c acid on copper. In these t r i a l s a proced­
ural dilemma appeared between b r i e fe r etching with 
precariously shallow r e l i e f and longer etching with 
deter iora t ion of l i nes . To solve i t I (unneces­
sa r i l y ) gave up using n i t r i c fo r th is work and, 
a f te r some f r u i t l e s s attempts at t rac ing designs 
onto copper via dragon's blood t ransfer paper— 
which proved much too variable to paint accurately--
I turned to the t ransfer process worked out in 
A te l i e r 17 in 1947. 

I t was owing to generous advice from Ruthven 
Todd about how to prepare t ransfer solut ion that 
I found an e f fec t i ve way of preparing the p la tes. 
He indicated that fo r t ransfer one needs a less 
than saturated solut ion of gum arabic and water and 
a f a i r l y wel l saturated solut ion of reasonably pure 
soap and water. I mixed these in ra t ios of 2:1 and 
1:1 with equally good resu l t s . 

The facsimi le of The Lamb [ i l l u s . 3] was made 
by the t ransfer process. I t occured to me to t ry 
coating a photocopy of the G i l c h r i s t image (taken 
from a 3-M copier) wi th the gum arabic solut ion 
and then to paint in the design wi th the stopping-

out varnish. I taped the copy to a board to reduce 
cu r l i ng , painted i t wi th a wide so f t brush, and 
found that the image showed c lear ly through two 
coats of the so lu t i on . Some time l a t e r , when the 
image was painted in varnish and dry, I heated the 
plate as fo r i n t ag l i o ink ing , set in on the bed of 
an i n t ag l i o press, set the image on a damp b l o t t e r , 
put the b l o t t e r and image paper face down on the 
copper, and put them through the press from which 
two of the usual four blankets had been removed in 
order to lessen the pressure s l i g h t l y . I then put 
the plate with the papers s t i l l stuck on i t in to a 
sink in to which warm and cold water were steadi ly 
f lowing and l e f t i t there a few minutes u n t i l the 
papers f loated loose from the copper. This process 
worked per fec t l y . A l l the varnish had transferred 
and I had only to retouch a few small l ines which 
had been too th in l y painted on the copy. A l l that 
remained then was to etch the p l a te , which I 
postponed u n t i l I could f i nd a way of doing i t more 
re l i ab l y than I had in the ea r l i e r t r i a l s . 

Painting th is f i r s 
aimed mainly at get t ing 
minimally th in l ines Bl 
be sure they could be t 
up under the action of 
of the l ine systems of 
which were broken in th 
omit ted, wobbled on, an 
also passed over cer ta i 
p r in t ing smears and t r i 
areas, which are crude 

t p late was d i f f i c u l t and I 
, where I could, some of the 
ake had achieved in order to 
ransferred and would then hold 
the ac id . I connected a few 
blossom, branch and tend r i l 
e electrotype image (and I 
d overlooked others) . I 
n areas which were obviously 
ed to convert the marginal 
on many of the electrotype 
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3 "Th e Lamb, "  I ;  Relief-etche d prin t  fro m plat e 
made b y transfe r  proces s followin g th e hand-paintin g 
of  photocop y image .  Th e heav y surroundin g fram e 
serve s a s a  platfor m t o stead y th e rolle r  durin g 
printing .  Afte r  servin g tha t  purpose ,  i t  ca n the n 
be printe d o r  wipe d befor e printin g a s desired . 
Two plate s se t  besid e th e plat e t o b e roller-inke d 
ar e equall y usefu l  a s a n ai d t o clea n an d eve n 
inking.  Als o not e th e unevennes s o f  lin e qualit y 
i n thi s hand-copie d imag e (exaggerate d b y th e 
photograp h use d here )  an d som e unevennes s o f  inking , 
especiall y i n th e are a o f  th e chil d an d flock . 

4 "Th e Lamb , 
abov e prin t  w a 
be see n i n th i 
segment  ar e ( a 
copper ;  (b )  i n 
th e effec t  o f 
"ma[de]" ;  (c ) 
varnis h overf l 
near  "b "  i n " 1 
away overflo w 
(botto m righ t 

"  II :  Th e pl a 
s made .  Among 
s reproductio n 
)  repaintin g s 

th e darkene d 
th e breaku p o f 
effec t  o f  fai l 
ow durin g rep a 
amb") ;  an d (d ) 
of  varnis h an d 
channe l  belo w 

t e fro m whic h th e 
th e thing s tha t  ca n 
and i n th e magnifie d 

tage s a s layer s o n th e 
part s o f  th e characters , 

th e KPR (e.g. ,  lin e 1 , 
in g t o scrap e awa y 
intin g (uppe r  left , 
effec t  o f  scrapin g 
the n bitin g tha t  are a 

scene) . 

To th e righ t  A n enlarge d portio n o f  th e plate , 
showin g th e stat e o f  character s an d th e stage s o f 
repainting . 

images ,  int o a  somewha t  mor e attractiv e border . 
Thi s whol e attemp t  mad e me awar e o f  severa l  element s 
of  Blake' s earl y design s whic h ar e ap t  t o g o 
unnotice d o r  b e misread .  First ,  i t  i s  convenien t 
fo r  printin g purpose s t o hav e well-distribute d lin e 
system s whic h hel p kee p th e in k fro m spreadin g t o 
th e basi n o f  th e relief-etche d plate .  Second ,  th e 
minutel y particula r  vines ,  tendrils ,  blossom s an d 
othe r  forms ,  whic h ar e ofte n regarde d a s ornamentin g 
th e mai n design ,  hav e physiognomi c qualitie s whic h 
effectivel y mediat e betwee n th e spac e o f  th e tex t 
and th e plac e o f  th e scenes .  Efflorescent ,  anthro ­
pomorphi c (o r  zoomorphic )  figure s o f  thi s kin d ca n 
be see n i n th e spac e immediatel y t o th e righ t  o f 
th e titl e an d agai n t o th e righ t  o f  th e word s 
"tende r  voice. "  Some are ,  o f  course ,  relative s o f 
th e traditiona l  devic e o f  margina l  hand s o r  finger s 
pointin g a t  passage s i n texts ,  bu t  tha t  custo m i s 
transforme d wittil y  an d lovingl y t o expan d ou r 
sens e o f  visio n an d th e presenc e o f  a  maker .  Third , 
I  als o becam e awar e o f  somethin g relate d t o bot h o f 
th e preceedin g observations :  namely ,  tha t  Blak e 
experimente d frequentl y an d "systematically "  wit h 
hi s basi c plat e design s i n th e variou s printing s 
of  them ,  maskin g ou t  area s befor e printin g o r 
extendin g an d completin g potentialitie s o f  th e 
lin e system s whic h were ,  no t  infrequently ,  I  believe , 
onl y graduall y realize d a s h e worke d wit h th e plate s 
i n successiv e printing s an d paintings . 
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I n orde r  t o ge t  severa l  plate s t o experimen t 
with ,  whic h would ,  i f  al l  wen t  well ,  als o b e goo d 
facsimile s o f  Blake' s works ,  I  turne d t o photo -
etchin g techniques .  Thank s t o Kar l  Heideken' s 
knowledg e an d skil l  an d th e Slade' s equipment , 
thi s wa s technicall y a  fairl y  eas y matter .  Th e 
firs t  ste p wa s t o prepar e a n imag e fro m whic h t o 
make a  photographi c negative .  I  use d The Lamb 
agai n an d sometime s correcte d a  photographi c cop y 
of  th e Gilchris t  imag e b y drawin g i n line s wher e 
compariso n showe d break s i n th e "intended "  lin e 
syste m o r  b y whitin g ou t  area s wher e th e electrotyp e 
printin g ha d produce d smudge s tha t  wer e no t  par t  o f 
Blake' s desig n [illus .  4 ] ,  B y thes e (unsystematic ) 
correction s I  go t  a n imag e no t  perfectl y representa ­
tiv e o f  Blake' s bu t  a t  an y rat e fre e o f  som e o f  th e 
defect s whic h otherwis e accumulat e throug h a  serie s o f 
reproductions .  Fro m th e correcte d image ,  I  too k 
a photographi c negativ e t o us e a s th e etchin g 
design .  Th e nex t  ste p i n th e photoetchin g proces s 
i s t o cove r  a  plat e wit h a  ligh t  sensitiv e sub ­
stanc e whic h ca n b e hardene d t o provid e a n aci d 
resistan t  coatin g fo r  th e image .  Thi s chemica l  i s 
calle d Koda k engravin g an d etchin g resis t  (KPR ) 
whic h ca n b e poure d o n a  plat e an d evenl y distri ­
bute d b y rotatio n i n a  whirle r  o r  centrifug e a t 
80 rp m fo r  tw o minute s withou t  heat ;  the n 7 0 rp m 

fo r  1 0 minute s wit h heat .  I t  i s  essentia l  tha t 
th e plat e b e thoroughl y degrease d befor e KPR i s 
applie d an d tha t  it s surfac e no t  b e touche d afte r 
tha t  unti l  th e plat e i s read y fo r  etching .  Th e 
whirle r  may no t  b e necessar y bu t  I  di d no t  tr y th e 
proces s withou t  it .  KP R i s als o availabl e i n a 
spra y ca n for m whic h I  hav e no t  trie d yet ,  bu t  i t 
woul d probabl y work . 

Once th e plat e i s coate d wit h KP R i t  mus t  b e 
protecte d agains t  ligh t  unti l  i t  i s  expose d t o 
an ar c lam p o r  othe r  ligh t  source ;  a  shee t  o f  pape r 
i s sufficien t  a s a  cove r  i f  ther e i s onl y a  shor t 
dela y befor e th e exposure .  Th e fil m negativ e 
(whic h reverse s th e origina l  image )  i s the n lai d 
down directly ,  it s  revers e o r  negativ e characte r 
upward s o n th e plat e an d exposed .  Th e Slad e ha s 
a machin e calle d a  vacuu m fram e whic h give s a 
maximum o f  closenes s o f  fi t  betwee n negativ e an d 
plat e fo r  th e exposure .  Thi s fi t  i s  a n importan t 
elemen t  becaus e an y loosenes s fro m a  wrinkl e o r 
bi t  o f  dus t  o r  an y slippag e durin g th e exposur e 
wil l  defor m th e image .  A  carbo n ar c lam p wa s the n 
use d t o sensitiz e th e plate ;  a  fiv e minut e bur n i s 
abou t  righ t  a t  a  distanc e o f  4. 5 feet .  Th e plat e 
was the n take n ou t  o f  th e fram e an d develope d i n 
KPR photo-develope r  fo r  fou r  minutes .  Th e bat h 
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i n fact ,  t o establis h th e rati o o f  fiv e minute s o f 
ar c ligh t  t o fou r  minute s o f  develope r  t o thre e 
hour s o f  biting .  (Eve n the n th e resul t  wa s onl y 
approximat e t o anythin g optima l  becaus e i t  wa s 
impracticabl e t o tr y an d stabiliz e th e subtl e 
variabl e o f  th e aci d whos e actio n change s wit h it s 
age ,  th e temperatur e o f  th e room ,  an d severa l  othe r 
factors. ) 

I  solve d th e practica l  problem ,  however ,  whe n 
i t  occurre d t o me t o tak e th e plat e ou t  o f  th e aci d 
afte r  abou t  thre e hour s an d repain t  th e whol e 
surfac e o f  th e desig n wit h varnis h a t  tha t  point . 
That  ide a le d me t o loo k agai n a t  th e electrotype s 
i n th e Victori a an d Alber t  Museum,  where ,  wit h th e 
hel p o f  a  ver y stron g magnifyin g glas s an d a n 
improve d ide a o f  wha t  t o loo k for ,  I  discovere d 
tha t  Blake' s plate s wer e mad e b y stage s i n jus t 
thi s way .  ( I  pla n t o giv e a n accoun t  o f  thi s an d 
othe r  technique s i n a  late r  essay. ) 

Thi s crucia l  repaintin g procedure ,  whic h 
actuall y permit s bitin g an y relie f  plat e t o an y 
dept h desire d fo r  printing ,  i s  a  simpl e an d ver y 
laboriou s proces s o f  paintin g eac h relie f  charac ­
te r  i n varnis h i n suc h a  wa y tha t  a  very sligh t 
amount  o f  varnis h i s pu t  ove r  th e edg e o f  th e 
origina l  desig n t o preven t  erosion ,  especiall y 
wher e th e aci d i s workin g i n a  relativel y ope n 
are a o n bot h side s o f  a  fin e line .  Give n th e 
scal e o f  th e work ,  particula r  judgement s abou t 
tha t  situatio n ar e difficult ,  s o i t  i s  easie r  jus t 
t o repain t  th e entir e surfac e ver y carefully .  An y 
slip s wit h th e brush ,  however ,  wil l  deposi t  varnis h 
i n th e well s o f  th e etche d area s an d thes e mistake s 
ar e very difficul t  t o correct .  Scrapin g bac k area s 
int o whic h varnis h ha s spille d risk s damagin g th e 
edge s o f  th e surfac e coating ,  an d eve n i f  th e 
scrapin g i s thorough ,  a  greas e fil m i s likel y t o 
remai n whic h wil l  retar d th e actio n o f  th e aci d 
sufficientl y t o creat e ridge s o r  platform s whic h 
wil l  pic k u p in k wher e i t  i s  no t  wanted .  Th e scal e 
of  thi s wor k wil l  indicat e som e o f  th e difficult y 
of  suc h mendin g procedures .  Th e ke y physica l  fact s 
abou t  th e primar y an d critica l  balanc e betwee n 
surfac e o r  subsurfac e platform s an d ope n an d mor e 
deepl y recesse d area s ca n bes t  b e graspe d b y con ­
trastin g th e spac e mor e o r  les s include d b y th e 
for m an d group s o f  th e letter s o n thi s pag e wit h 
open space s betwee n th e word s an d lines .  Th e for m 
or  shap e o f  th e lette r  wil l  normall y suppor t  an y 
inkin g surfac e sufficientl y t o preven t  th e in k fro m 
reachin g dow n int o it s interio r  spac e bu t  th e 
surroundin g are a muc h mor e easil y take s ink ,  a s 
can b e see n fro m illus .  1 ,  o r  i n man y o f  th e proof s 
and othe r  copie s o f  Blake' s Illuminate d Books .  T o 
preven t  thi s printin g problem ,  I  di d th e repaintin g 
agai n afte r  a  secon d tw o o r  thre e hou r  bit e i n 
th e acid ,  thi s tim e mor e selectively .  Becaus e th e 
close-worke d group s o f  character s wer e alread y i n 
sufficien t  relie f  fo r  printing ,  th e secon d 
repaintin g coul d cove r  whol e group s o f  character s 
i n singl e brus h strokes ,  takin g car e onl y t o judg e 
beforehan d whethe r  th e spac e betwee n th e word s wa s 
i n sufficientl y dee p relie f  t o allo w th e whol e lin e 
t o b e painte d i n solidl y o r  stil l  require d tha t 
word-size d o r  othe r  group s b e etche d separately . 
And agai n o f  course ,  i t  wa s essentia l  no t  t o le t 
th e varnis h sprea d ou t  muc h beyon d th e edg e o f  an y 

discret e group .  Subsequently^ ,  fo r  th e wide r  whit e 
area s I  di d stil l  anothe r  repainting ,  whic h covere d 
nearl y th e whol e plat e an d lef t  ope n onl y th e 
centra l  par t  o f  th e larges t  whit e areas--a s notabl e 
especiall y i n th e titl e plat e t o th e Songs of 
Experience. Blake' s skil l  wit h a  brus h an d routin g 
tool s mad e i t  unnecessar y fo r  hi m t o g o t o thes e 
extreme s i n makin g hi s plates ,  bu t  I  thin k i t  wil l 
be foun d a  usefu l  practic e fo r  facsimiles ,  o r  i f 
othe r  very fin e lin e composition s involvin g larg e 
open space s ar e wanted . 

As th e plate s wer e bein g produce d I  bega n t o 
experimen t  wit h differen t  method s o f  printin g them . 
I  foun d tha t  plate s mad e i n thi s wa y ca n b e printe d 
effectivel y an d wit h a  goo d rang e o f  differen t 
effect s o n a n intagli o pres s o r  a  printin g pres s 
and b y th e simpl e an d common woodcu t  metho d o f 
rubbin g wit h a  spoo n th e bac k o f  a  shee t  o f  pape r 
lai d ove r  a n inke d plate .  Inkin g suc h plate s i s 
a delicat e bu t  no t  a  ver y difficul t  process--no t 
nearl y a s difficul t  a s th e tas k tha t  Blak e face d i n 
inkin g an d printin g plate s a s shallowl y bitte n a s 
th e America 5  fragmen t  i n th e Rosenwal d collectio n 
or  eve n th e somewha t  mor e deepl y bitte n electrotype s 
of  th e Songs. 

Virtuall y an y in k wil l  d o whic h ca n b e lai d 
down o n th e plat e b y a  rolle r  o r  fro m anothe r  inke d 
plate ,  providin g onl y tha t  i t  i s  sufficientl y 
smoot h i n texture ,  a s wel l  a s eve n i n th e application , 
t o preclud e spreadin g ove r  th e edge s o f  th e charac ­
ter s an d i n th e basin s o f  th e ope n areas .  I  use d 
etchin g an d proces s ink s o f  differen t  type s bu t 
staye d wit h lithographi c ink s o f  differen t  color s 
fo r  th e serie s o f  grou p print s o f  th e kin d show n 
here ,  becaus e thei r  evennes s an d saturatio n mad e i t 
possibl e t o pul l  severa l  print s o f  differen t 
densitie s o f  hu e fro m a  singl e inkin g o f  th e plates . 
I  use d relativel y larg e an d fir m rubbe r  roller s fo r 
th e inkin g becaus e i t  wa s possibl e i n tha t  wa y t o 
in k severa l  plate s a t  once .  Bu t  a  common han d 
braye r  work s wel l  enoug h fo r  singl e prints .  I 
etche d th e plate s i n group s o f  two ,  three ,  o r  fou r 
t o sav e tim e an d the n usuall y cu t  the m ou t  o f  thei r 
frame s fo r  th e printing ,  whic h mean t  tha t  th e rolle r 
woul d deposi t  in k heavil y a t  th e leadin g an d 
trailin g edge s o f  th e plates .  Thes e deposit s woul d 
usuall y print ,  s o i t  i s  usefu l  t o tak e tw o slightl y 
large r  plate s an d plac e the m a t  th e side s o f  th e 
plat e o r  plate s t o b e inke d a s a  suppor t  fo r  th e 
roller .  Eve n wit h thi s support ,  however ,  th e sligh t 
pressur e neede d fo r  eve n inkin g an d tw o o r  thre e 
passe s wit h th e rolle r  inevitabl y deposit s som e in k 
alon g th e edges .  Therefor e i t  i s  importan t  t o la y 
th e bac k o f  th e plat e o n th e finge r  tip s afte r  th e 
inkin g an d wip e eac h edg e clea n befor e printing . 

For  relie f  printin g dr y an d no t  to o coars e 
pape r  i s wanted .  Beyon d tha t  virtuall y an y pape r 
consisten t  wit h th e mean s o f  printin g wil l  do .  A n 
intagli o pres s ca n produc e fin e embossmen t  effect s 
fro m th e grade d elevation s o f  th e recesse d plat ­
form s aroun d th e relie f  image .  A s th e printin g 
method s develope d b y Willia m Hayte r  an d other s a t 
Atelie r  1 7 suggest ,  th e physica l  structur e o f 
plate s mad e i n thi s wa y allow s the m t o b e inke d i n 
a combinatio n o f  intagli o an d relie f  techniques . 
(Variou s texture s usin g aquatint ,  ope n bitin g an d 



standard etching and engraving l i ne techniques can 
be obtained in a l l the recessed areas. Blake did 
th is in the recently discussed Jerusalem 25.) This 
kind of treatment of the substructure of r e l i e f 
plates might be seen as a l te rnat ive or complemen­
tary to Blake's pract ice of paint ing images simply 
pr inted in r e l i e f though there are serious 
l im i ta t ions to i t i f the character of the surface 
design is to remain primary. I mention i t here 
ch ie f l y to suggest the use of i n t ag l i o p r in t i ng 
of r e l i e f plates and the character of a plate as an 
instrument of impression. 

The facsimi le sets of group pr in ts taken from 
my plates were a l l pr inted on a p r in t i ng press 
using a board set on the bed to get the plates to 
the desired type-high pos i t i on . From there they 
could be s l i g h t l y raised or lowered by a pressure 
wheel on the press, but papers under the board 
would serve as wel l fo r that when greater or less 
density of color from a single inking is wanted. 
I t is possible to pu l l more than one p r i n t from a 
given inking and th is character is t ic of r e l i e f 
p r in t ing has led me to wonder both about Blake's 
proofs and whether he might not have taken more 
than one set of impressions of the plates of some 
of the I l luminated Books from certa in single 
ink ings. The control of tone permitted by succes­
sive pul ls is per fec t ly consistent with the aim of 
subsequent co lo ra t ion . Knowing the character of 
his inks , which vary a good deal , and the degrees 
of t he i r t ona l i t y i n the p r i n t s , would help 
determine the answers to th is question. 

The simplest method of p r in t i ng r e l i e f plates 
made as described above is the old method of rubbing 
with a spoon or even r o l l i n g by hand i f the ink 
qua l i t y is r i g h t . The in te res t ing question of how 
Blake inked his plates has yet to be resolved. 
Wil l iam Hayter and Ruthven Todd have hypothesized 
from the shallowness of the America 5 fragment and 
from the fac t that nothing is now known of r o l l e r 
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inking in Blake's time that he must have used inked 
plates as surfaces from which to ink his own p lates. 
But they have not explained how one inks a plate 
t h in l y and evenly enough without a r o l l e r to permit 
the appl icat ion of i t s ink to another surface w i t h ­
out the awful spreading ef fects which doom r e l i e f 
p r i n t i n g . I t seems more l i k e l y to me that Blake 
would have used a wooden r o l l e r , perhaps a large 
press cy l inder , both to ink plates d i r ec t l y and to 
d i s t r i bu te the ink on an inking p la te . The varied 
qua l i t i es of some of the images and proofs, from 
heavily speckled or re t i cu la ted textures--which are 
the common e f fec t of separating an inking plate 
from the plate i t is used to lay ink on—to the 
strong and even tona l i t y of other images, which are 
more consistent wi th r o l l e r techniques, suggest 
strongly that he used both methods as wel l as the 
technique of pu l l i ng mul t ip le impressions from a 
single ink ing . 

In summary, there is a range of r e l a t i ve l y 
simple techniques fo r making facsimiles l i ke those 
shown here, as wel l as o r ig ina l re l ie f -e tched 
designs in the composite a r t form. For a l l the 
stching processes, f e r r i c perchloride is a good 
home mordant, because i t does not produce danger­
ously noxious fumes as the Dutch and n i t r i c acids 
do. For the photoetching process KPR and a l i g h t -
box w i l l serve fo r get t ing the image on the p la te . 
For the t ransfer process, which el iminates the 
need for backwards w r i t i ng and reduces the r isk 
of hard- to-correct varnish s l ips on the plate (the 
paper around a blunder can be cut away before the 
t ransfer is made), the only essential machine is 
a press for get t ing the varnish design to adhere 
securely to the heated p la te . (Perhaps a pair of 
clamps or a large hor izontal bench vice would do.) 
Once the t ransfer method is made workable, any 
image can be coated with the gum arabic so lut ion 
and painted with varnish. The c r i t i c a l parts 
are the etching process and the technique of 
repaint ing fo r stepped b i t i n g . 
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