
English Wood Engraving 1900-1950: A Golden
Age of Artistic Expression
Wood engraving, an ancient art form with roots in the Middle Ages,
experienced a remarkable resurgence in England during the early 20th
century. This period, spanning from 1900 to 1950, is widely recognized as
the golden age of English wood engraving, producing a wealth of
innovative and visually stunning works that elevated the medium to new
heights of artistic expression.
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The Revival of Wood Engraving

The revival of wood engraving in England can be attributed to several
factors. One key influence was the Arts and Crafts Movement, which
championed traditional crafts and artisanal techniques. Wood engraving,
with its emphasis on precision and hand-carving, aligned perfectly with the
movement's ethos. Additionally, the development of new printing
techniques, such as the use of mechanized presses, made it possible to
produce wood engravings with greater speed and efficiency.
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Inspired by these factors, a new generation of artists embraced wood
engraving as a means to create original and expressive imagery. Among
the pioneers of the revival were Eric Gill, Robert Gibbings, and Gwen
Raverat, who became known as the "Holy Trinity" of English wood
engravers.

Techniques and Characteristics

English wood engraving of this period was characterized by its technical
excellence and distinctive visual qualities. Artists typically used hardwood
blocks, such as boxwood or maple, to create their designs. The block was
planed smooth and coated with a thin layer of white or black gesso to serve
as a ground. The engraver then used a variety of engraving tools, including
burins, gouges, and knives, to carve into the block.

Unlike traditional woodcuts, where the raised areas of the block are printed,
in wood engraving, the incised areas are inked and transferred to paper.
This technique allowed for greater detail and subtlety in the resulting prints.
English wood engravers of the golden age often employed fine line work,
cross-hatching, and stippling to create intricate and expressive images.

Major Figures and Themes

The golden age of English wood engraving was marked by a number of
exceptional artists who made significant contributions to the medium. Here
are some of the most notable figures and their notable works:

Eric Gill (1882-1940): Gill was a prolific artist and typographer who
played a pivotal role in the revival of wood engraving. His work was
known for its strength, simplicity, and spiritual themes. Notable works
include "The Resurrection" and "The Nativity."



Robert Gibbings (1889-1958): Gibbings was a renowned illustrator
and author. His wood engravings often depicted scenes of rural life
and the natural world. Notable works include "Sweet Thames Run
Softly" and "Wild Company."

Gwen Raverat (1885-1957): Raverat was a talented engraver and
writer. Her work often featured everyday subjects, such as children and
domestic scenes. Notable works include "Woodcuts for Shakespeare"
and "Period Piece."

Edward Bawden (1903-1989): Bawden was a versatile artist who
became known for his playful and satirical wood engravings. His work
often featured animals and other whimsical subjects. Notable works
include "Alphabets and Other Animals" and "Curate's Egg."

John Nash (1893-1977): Nash was a landscape painter and
printmaker who produced some of the most atmospheric wood
engravings of the period. His work was known for its lyrical and poetic
qualities. Notable works include "The Rain" and "Winter Quarters."

The themes explored in English wood engraving of this period were as
diverse as the artists themselves. Some artists, such as Gill, focused on
religious and spiritual subjects. Others, such as Gibbings and Raverat,
found inspiration in the beauty of the natural world. Still others, like Bawden
and Nash, used their work to comment on contemporary society and
human nature.

Legacy and Influence

The golden age of English wood engraving had a profound impact on the
art world and beyond. The innovative techniques and expressive qualities
of these works helped to elevate the status of wood engraving as a



legitimate art form. The influence of English wood engravers can be seen in
various art movements, including the Modernist printmaking of the 1920s
and 1930s and the contemporary art of today.

Many of the works produced during this period are now held in prestigious
collections around the world, including the British Museum, the Victoria and
Albert Museum, and the Metropolitan Museum of Art. They continue to be
admired for their technical virtuosity, aesthetic beauty, and historical
significance.

The golden age of English wood engraving from 1900 to 1950 was a period
of remarkable artistic innovation and achievement. The artists of this time
pushed the boundaries of the medium and created a body of work that is
both visually stunning and enduringly significant. Their legacy continues to
inspire and influence contemporary artists, ensuring that the tradition of
wood engraving remains vibrant and relevant in the 21st century.
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