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Reli ef “Totchin q Process
JOHN WRIGHT

The photographically reduced group of Blake's
Songe shown here [front coverg is from a relief-
etched facsimile print based on the well known
electrotypes of Alexander Gilchrist's Life of
William Blake. In 1971-1972, I began a technical
and historical study of Blake's relief etching
process with the support of a Study Fellowship
from the American Council of Learned Societies.
Owing especially to expert and generous help from
Bartolomeu Dos Santos and Karl Heideken of the
Slade School of Fine Art, University College, London,
in which harmonious institution I had the further
good fortune of being admitted to study, I made
sufficient progress in learning etching and
printing to discover some important and previously
overlooked elements of Blake's methods, an account
of which is planned for a later issue of Blake
Newaletter, In the course of testing and applying
already current ideas about Blake's process and
those that arose as I worked, I made a series of
relief-etched facsimiles of Blake's designs which
were then printed singly and in various groups. A
variety of techniques were used in making and
printing these works and I hope this account of
them will prove useful to others who want to study
Blake's prime medium technically, or make such
facsimiles, or, as I have tried to do recently,

to teach and apply the medium for the making of
new works.

After several weeks of study of traditional
intaglio etching, I started to experiment with
basic elements of the relief process, first trying

Coward ﬁgcowrinﬂ Blake's

various pens and brushes to see what kinds of lines
I could reliably get onto the copper. I used
Rhind's stopping-out varnish throughout the work

as the acid resistant medium with which to draw on
the plates. Any fine brush of the 000-series scale
seemed to work well enough after a little practice.
I failed despite numerous trials to get sufficiently
consistent results with metal or quill pens, even
when their grooves were carefully widened to
increase the flow capacity of the varnish, which
was also thinned in various ways to improve flow
[i1lus, 1a and 1b]. Ruthven Todd, however, reports
(in correspondence) good success with quill and
reed pens and varnish--but I do not know what

scale of work and size of lines he found it
effective for.

The small design shown here as illus. 2

exemplifies several characteristic difficulties

of the relief process. It was drawn on a copper
plate with a pen and the lettering was written
backwards. Some of the lines were drawn as thin as
possible and it was etched for about four hours in
the 2:1 water and nitric acid formula reported by
Hayter (New Ways of Gravure, London, 1966, p. 64),
which seems to be too strong for work done on this
scale, which approximates Blake's, Hayter, Todd,
and Miro etched the bigger designs they made "for
at least nine hours until the plate had lost about

John Wright (Univ. of Michigan) ie author of
Shelley's Myth of Metaphor and Poems and Woodcuts,
fortheoming from the Unmiv. of Nebraska Press.
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Relief and intaglio prints taken from zinc trial plate prepared with pen, and diluted varnish,

and bitten continuously in nitric solution for about three hours. Signs of line erosion are evident,

especially in Tower right.

2 (left)

"Little Lamb Who": Relief print from relief-etched trial plate, showing effects of strong

etching on fine-line and relatively open-faced--i.e., sparsely painted--designs, and effect of ink
spreading to basin of plate. Printed on intaglio press.

half of its original thickness." Relatively open
areas of a design like mine or the first plate of
Iittle Girl Lost will not, I think, stand up
reliably under such prolonged biting, as the lines
here show. The dark background, incidentally, was
produced by ink pressing down into the wells of

the relatively shallowly etched areas: its nice
striated texture is characteristic of the action of
nitric acid on copper. In these trials a proced-
ural dilemma appeared between briefer etching with
precariously shallow relief and longer etching with
deterioration of lines. To solve it I (unneces-
sarily) gave up using nitric for this work and,
after some fruitless attempts at tracing designs
onto copper via dragon's blood transfer paper--
which proved much too variable to paint accurately--
I turned to the transfer process worked out in
Atelier 17 in 1947,

It was owing to generous advice from Ruthven
Todd about how to prepare transfer solution that
I found an effective way of preparing the plates.
He indicated that for transfer one needs a less
than saturated solution of gum arabic and water and
a fairly well saturated solution of reasonably pure
soap and water. I mixed these in ratios of 2:1 and
1:1 with equally good results.

The facsimile of The Lamb [i1lus. 3] was made
by the transfer process. It occured to me to try
coating a photocopy of the Gilchrist image (taken
from a 3-M copierg with the gum arabic solution
and then to paint in the design with the stopping-

out varnish. [ taped the copy to a board to reduce
curling, painted it with a wide soft brush, and
found that the image showed clearly through two
coats of the solution. Some time later, when the
image was painted in varnish and dry, I heated the
plate as for intaglio inking, set in on the bed of
an intaglio press, set the image on a damp blotter,
put the blotter 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 slightly. I then put
the plate with the papers still stuck on it into a
sink into which warm and cold water were steadily
flowing and left it there a few minutes until the
papers floated loose from the copper. This process
worked perfectly. A1l the varnish had transferred
and I had only to retouch a few small Tines which
had been too thinly painted on the copy. A1l that
remained then was to etch the plate, which I
postponed until I could find a way of doing it more
reliably than I had in the earlier trials.

Painting this first plate was difficult and I
aimed mainly at getting, where 1 could, some of the
minimally thin Tines Blake had achieved in order to
be sure they could be transferred and would then hold
up under the action of the acid. I connected a few
of the line systems of blossom, branch and tendril
which were broken in the electrotype image (and I
omitted, wobbled on, and overlooked others). I
also passed over certain areas which were obviously
printing smears and tried to convert the marginal
areas, which are crude on many of the electrotype
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images, into a somewhat more attractive border.

This whole attempt made me aware of several elements
of Blake's early designs which are apt to go
unnoticed or be misread. First, it is convenient
for printing purposes to have well-distributed line
systems which help keep the ink from spreading to
the basin of the relief-etched plate. Second, the
minutely particular vines, tendrils, blossoms and
other forms, which are often regarded as ornamenting
the main design, have physiognomic qualities which
effectively mediate between the space of the text
and the place of the scenes. Efflorescent, anthro-
pomorphic (or zoomorphic) figures of this kind can
be seen in the space immediately to the right of

the title and again to the right of the words
“"tender voice." Some are, of course, relatives of
the traditional device of marginal hands or fingers
pointing at passages in texts, but that custom is
transformed wittily and lovingly to expand our

sense of vision and the presence of a maker. Third,
I also became aware of something related to both of
the preceeding observations: namely, that Blake
experimented frequently and "systematically" with
his basic plate designs in the various printings

of them, masking out areas before printing or
extending and completing potentialities of the

line systems which were, not infrequently, I believe,

only gradually realized as he worked with the plates
in successive printings and paintings.

3 "The Lamb," I: Relief-etched print from plate
made by transfer process following the hand-painting
of photocopy image. The heavy surrounding frame
serves as a platform to steady the roller during
printing. After serving that purpose, it can then
be printed or wiped before printing as desired.

Two plates set beside the plate to be roller-inked
are equally useful as an aid to clean and even
inking. Also note the unevenness of line quality

in this hand-copied image (exaggerated by the
photograph used here) and some unevenness of inking,
especially in the area of the child and flock.

4 "The Lamb," II: The plate from which the

above print was made. Among the tn1ngs that can

be seen in this reproduction and in the magnified
segment are (a) repainting stages as layers on the
copper; (b) 1n the darkened parts of the characters,
the effect of the breakup of the KPR (e.g., line 1,
"ma[de]"; (c) effect of failing to scrape away
varnish overfiow during repainting (upper left,
near "b" in "lamb"); and (d) effect of scraping
away overflow of varnish and then biting that area
(bottom right channel below scene).

To the right An enlarged portion of the plate,
showing the state of characters and the stages of
repainting.
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