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    Rebecca Salter, Quadra 2, 2010, 12 x 12 in (30.5 x 30.5 cm)

    Woodblock on torinoko paper, printed by the Sato Woodblock Workshop, Kyoto.
Photo courtesy of Rebecca Salter
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Ursula Schneider, Chaning River, 1996, 13 x 38 in (33 x 96.6 cm)
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Florence Neal, Wildwood 2, 2011, 8.5 x 10.5 in (21.6 x 26.7 cm)

Bokashi gradation printing gives dimension to this print of overlapping shapes.
Photo courtesy of Florence Neal

INTRODUCTION

JAPANESE WOODBLOCK PRINTMAKING

Mokuhanga, the traditional Japanese form of woodblock printmaking, is a complex craft with a long history that is beginning to be used by contemporary artists outside Japan. Moku means “wood” in Japanese, and hanga can be translated as “printmaking.” This process developed from Chinese precedents into the refined multicolored woodblock technique of Japan during the Edo period (1603–1867). This is the technique that was used to print the famous ukiyo-e prints of the time. “Ukiyo-e” is translated as “pictures of the floating world” and refers to a style of art that included painting and decorative art as well as prints. Prints are the most widely recognized form of ukiyo-e because they were produced in large numbers and shipped around the world. This water-based technique shares much with Chinese and Korean woodblock printmaking, but master printers in Japan developed special characteristics such as the kento registration system that make mokuhanga uniquely Japanese.

THE PURPOSE of THIS BOOK

This book was conceived as an introduction to the basics of mokuhanga for creative artists outside Japan. While it includes some information about professional practice in Japan, it is written with the belief that this flexible technique can be adapted for use by individual artist-printmakers. With experience, artists can develop an approach to woodblock printing that reflects their particular situation, technical ability, and available resources.

In addition to the step-by-step chapter that outlines how a print is made, the book includes a chapter on tools and materials, and a chapter on washi, handmade Japanese paper. The materials used to produce mokuhanga were developed in Japan during the country’s evolution from a feudal agrarian culture with rice as the medium of exchange into an urban money-based culture. An understanding of the special materials developed during that time allows artists to use them most effectively. The manufacture of paper and sumi ink for calligraphy, introduced from China and Korea, set the stage for the production of woodblock multiples using the same materials. The especially sharp cutting tools used for woodblock are forged from the same kind of bonded steel used in samurai swords and are sharpened on the same kind of water stones. These materials provided the foundation for the rise of mokuhanga during the Edo period.

The refined techniques of mokuhanga, developed by experts in specialized workshops, give the craft a complexity that takes time to master. Professional printers created sophisticated methods that took them many years of practice to perfect in order to print a wide variety of books, prints, and advertisements. Creative artists pursuing distinctly different goals can learn many technical details about carving and printing from these professionals that will help them make prints in their own studios.

Making mokuhanga prints since the mid-nineties, I developed the skills I needed to print my own images, working as simply as possible to make creative rather than reproductive artwork. When I began doing research for this book, I looked beyond my own practice to find additional information about the working methods of professional Japanese printers. My respect for these specialists has only increased over time, and yet I believe there is an important place for artists who develop an individual way of working that reflects their aims as creative printmakers. I remain convinced that contemporary artists can learn the basic technique well enough to use mokuhanga for their own work. I have tried to convey some of the flavor of the impressive work of professionals, but this book focuses on making the technique accessible. Maintaining sensitivity to materials is the one essential key to using this technique successfully.
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Yoonmi Nam, More Beer … For Instance, 2013, 18 x 12.75 in (45.7 x 32.4 cm)
Photo courtesy of Yoonmi Nam

In my research, I was surprised again and again at the intimacy with the natural world evidenced in the approach to materials used in mokuhanga. The craftsmen of Japan paid careful attention to working methods, and also to the plants and animals around them. Often I had to check the binomial names for plants that were used for color, for paper, and for many other functions in the world of woodblock. Swedish botanist Carl Linnaeus (1707–1778) developed scientific taxonomy during the same period that ukiyo-e prints evolved. His binomial nomenclature is the foundation for a systematic understanding of the natural world. The Japanese use of materials that evolved during the same time reflects a similarly systematic impulse.

A note about language use: I have used the English convention for Japanese proper names, with family name last, to be consistent with the many Western names in the text. A variety of translations for Japanese terms exist, and I have tried to use the most common spelling. For example, the word “mokuhanga,” while composed of three characters, is most commonly used as a single word. Where two versions exist, I have opted for a hyphenated use so that the structure of a compound name is most clear; for example, the registration chisel is kento-nomi. I have avoided pluralizing Japanese terms. Sizes of prints are all approximate.

BACKGROUND of THE AUTHOR

I became interested in learning mokuhanga after I completed my MFA in printmaking at Hunter College in New York in 1983 and moved to a small studio on the Lower East Side. While pursuing my MFA, I had worked with Vincent Longo, an abstract artist who moved easily between painting and printmaking, one informing the other. He encouraged my work in woodblock. His technique was oil based and founded in Abstract Expressionism, which in turn was rooted in the vigorous, individual cutting style of the German Expressionist woodblock artists. At the Hunter print studio, I learned to enjoy the collaborative character of printmaking as well as its immediacy and direct involvement with materials. The progression of steps involved in making a print gave me many opportunities to refine and enrich my images. I worked mainly in oil-based woodblock and etching, which were the classic techniques of Western printmaking, widely used before the invention of lithography or silkscreen.

I sought out mokuhanga after graduate school because it was a water-based technique that suited my needs as an artist-printmaker with a small studio. Mokuhanga was only offered at a few universities at the time I studied printmaking and was still considered a subject for specialists. There were a few Japanese experts in the United States who worked in mokuhanga, including Ansei Uchima (1921–2000), who taught at Sarah Lawrence College, and Keiji Shinohara, who began teaching at Wesleyan University in 1995. Both artists learned mokuhanga in Japan and included it in their teaching programs.

For me, the possibility of learning mokuhanga presented itself in 1990 when I found a short class with master printer Kathy Caraccio. She suggested further study with the artist Bill Paden, who had lived in Kyoto in the 1960s where he had learned mokuhanga working with Clifton Karhu, a Western artist whose prints are well known there. Bill taught at New York University and privately and turned out to be amazingly generous: my private lessons extended from ten lessons to twelve and really only ended with his death in 2004. He was a dedicated instructor who kept in touch with many of his students, feeling he should be available for “hanga emergencies” when someone needed help with a printing problem in the middle of the night. His students also include the artists Miwako Nishizawa, Matt Brown, and Ursula Schneider. He took mokuhanga seriously and was extremely precise and patient. His prints reflect the care with which they were made.

I began teaching mokuhanga in 1998, when I was a participant in the Keyholder Program at the Lower East Side Printshop in New York City. Executive Director Dusica Kirjakovic invited me to give a talk about the technique to a class from New York University. The students were all fascinated by this unusual process and asked a lot of questions. It was a special opportunity at that time because few artists knew how to print this way.

I continued to look for opportunities to learn more, and in 1998 I was able to join a class at the LeRoy Neiman Center for Print Studies at Columbia University with Professor Tetsuya Noda from the Tokyo University of the Arts (called Tokyo Geidai). He was pleased to find one student in the large class of printmakers who had a basic familiarity with mokuhanga. I was able to help him during class, and I learned a great deal from him. He demonstrated sizing paper, softening brushes on sharkskin, and other procedures that I had not seen before. At the conclusion of the class, he invited me to visit him in Tokyo if I was ever in Japan.

It was six years before I was able to follow up on Tetsuya Noda’s invitation, but in 2004, I was invited to Japan to participate in the Nagasawa Art Park program on Awaji Island, where Keiko Kadota had organized a program of mokuhanga training for Western artists. This was a unique program that did much to promote mokuhanga outside Japan. I learned an enormous amount during my stay, and during the six weeks I spent in Japan, I also visited Tetsuya Noda at Tokyo Geidai. To promote an understanding of mokuhanga, he invited professional master printers from the Adachi Institute of Woodcut Prints to his class each year. He invited me to join them during a special three-hour demonstration: this was my first experience seeing professional printers and carvers at work. These craftsmen (and nowadays a few women) work together in a shop organized by a publisher and maintain the skills of the Edo period. They generally make reproductions of ukiyo-e prints, although some work with contemporary artists. Their skills are refined by years of experience, and their expertise is remarkable to see.
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April Vollmer and Keiko Kadota at MI-LAB in Yamanashi Prefecture, Japan, 2013.
Photo: Hayato Fujioka

Learning mokuhanga gave me more creative options than I had anticipated. Initially I wanted to learn to print without a press or toxic solvents, but the flexibility of the technique convinced me to begin using it for all my work. Using watercolor and pigment dispersions gave me a clearer understanding of color, and using the handmade Japanese paper recommended for mokuhanga made me think more deeply about the character of paper in general. Over the course of time, using the technique began to change the character of my images by allowing me to develop work through the physical process of making prints, printing blocks in different colors and different orientations to create multiple images from the same blocks.

I also began to create complex patterns by printing the same block multiple times. This way of working is accomplished easily by hand printing with the Japanese registration system, rotating blocks in a way that would be hard to imagine doing on an etching press. In addition, printing with water-based pigments made it easier to layer many colors without a buildup of oily ink on the surface of the paper. I have kept a library of older blocks that I can incorporate in a single print to create unexpected juxtapositions. Working with a library this way has allowed me to create autobiographical work that includes blocks made over many years (see Delirious Birds and Bees).
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April Vollmer, Delirious Birds and Bees, 2007, 26 x 26 in (66 x 66 cm)

This autobiographical print incorporates blocks cut over a ten year period.
Photo: D. James Dee
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April Vollmer, Zova #6 (blue), 2008, 18 x 18 in (45.7 x 45.7 cm)
Photo: Jean Vong
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April Vollmer, Zova #3 (gold), 2008, 18 x 18 in (45.7 x 45.7 cm)
Photo: Jean Vong
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April Vollmer, Zova #4 (brown), 2008, 18 x 18 in (45.7 x 45.7 cm)
Photo: Jean Vong

This series of prints was created by rotating two blocks to create a variety of patterns.

Over the years that followed, I became increasingly committed to mokuhanga. I shared my understanding by teaching workshops at the Lower East Side Printshop in New York City; Anderson Ranch Arts Center in Snowmass, Colorado; Frogman’s Print and Paper Workshops in Vermillion, South Dakota; the Farnsworth Museum in Rockland, Maine; Cabrillo College in Santa Cruz, California; and many other locations throughout the United States.

I returned to Japan in 2011 as a board member of the First International Mokuhanga Conference in Kyoto and Awaji, which featured an exhibition of creative mokuhanga prints from around the world and demonstrations by master craftsmen. I was also a member of the board of the Second International Mokuhanga Conference, held in conjunction with Tokyo Geidai 2014, which provided another excellent opportunity to witness demonstrations by Japanese master printers, to hear lectures by historians and educators, and to see a wide range of impressive contemporary work in mokuhanga.

In 2013, I was invited to Japan to work on this book as the first writer and researcher at Keiko Kadota’s new MI-LAB Residency program in Yamanashi Prefecture on Lake Kawaguchi, outside Tokyo. This program is a successor to the Nagasawa program, which ended in 2011, and focuses primarily on teaching mokuhanga to foreign artists.
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A sculpture of the baren printing disk marks the entrance to the MI-LAB Residency building.
Photo: April Vollmer

In addition to this study, I feel fortunate to have been able to take two short classes in New York with master printer Yasu Shibata: one at Cooper Union in 1999 and a second at the Japan Society in 2013 in which I was able to refine my understanding of mokuhanga printing.
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April Vollmer, Migrating Gyre #6, 2008, 26 x 26 in (66 x 66 cm)

This is a complex print created from only one block printed multiple times with sumi ink.
Photo: D. James Dee

My trips to Japan gave me a deeper understanding of mokuhanga and its place in the culture and history of Japan. I met creative printmakers, master printers, and educators who were all gratified that I was interested in their technique and that I was teaching it in the States. Everyone I spoke with felt that this special Japanese technique was being neglected in Japan. Although recognized as an important craft tradition, it is often considered old-fashioned and inappropriate for creative use today. Printmaking departments include techniques imported from the West such as etching, lithography, or silkscreen more often than traditional Japanese woodblock.

I am not unique in my enthusiasm for mokuhanga. Many artists have traveled to Japan to study it. Two excellent books in English attest to the expertise of Westerners who learned mokuhanga. London-based abstract artist Rebecca Salter and Finnish printmaker Tuula Moilanen both studied mokuhanga with Akira Kurosaki in Kyoto, where they learned the technique intimately, and both have shared their expertise in writing for English-speaking artists.

Today I continue to use mokuhanga alone and in combination with other techniques. I have printed simple blocks multiple times to create complex patterns, juxtaposed the physicality of printed wood blocks with subtle digital printing on handmade Japanese paper, and made books incorporating mokuhanga.
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April Vollmer, Full Moon Migration, 2011, 32 x 26 in (81.3 x 66 cm)

This is an example of mokuhanga printed over a digital image on smooth, uncoated Gozen washi. The birds are mokuhanga.
Photo: D. James Dee
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April Vollmer, Alternating Currents, 2013, 11 x 8 in (28 x 20.3 cm)

This digital and mokuhanga double accordion book was initiated during a residency in Bosnia and incorporates mokuhanga and digital printing. The woodblock portion represents the arches of the sixteenth-century bridge at Višegrad and is printed on a heavy weight kizuki kozo paper; the digital portion is composed of altered photographs from the area printed on lighter weight machine-made kozuke paper.
Photo: Scott Dolan

When teaching classes in mokuhanga, I have received an enthusiastic response from artists and educators eager to learn about this alternative water-based method. Today mokuhanga is included in many print programs around the country. There are many reasons for its increasing popularity: materials have become more readily available, technical information is accessible online, and the print community has sought more nontoxic ways of working. Many print shops—such as Zea Mays in Florence, Massachusetts; New Grounds Print Workshop in Albuquerque, New Mexico; and the Wyeth Family Studio Art Center at the University of Maine, Orono—have established programs that emphasize safer printmaking processes. This book documents the information that I convey in my workshops and reflects the reality of practicing mokuhanga in the United States with materials and information available here, for an audience of artists more familiar with Western printmaking.
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April Vollmer, Attractor, 2006, 15 x 16 in (38.1 x 40.6 cm)
Photo: D. James Dee

UNDERLYING THEMES

I have tried to balance my respect for the careful craftsmanship of Japanese professionals with my desire to make the technique accessible. Learning mokuhanga requires practice, and I have often found that students are able to absorb verbal explanations better after the trial and error of studio experience, which is essential to all forms of printmaking. The indirect approach, creating a matrix in one material and then producing finished prints in another, requires a feeling for handling materials that is developed by practice rather than through words.

The evolution of mokuhanga in Japan is tied to the land and the seasons, to the local plants and animals. For contemporary artists in other locations, it still provides a tactile engagement with materials. Working in mokuhanga promotes sensitivity to the character of steel and wood, fiber and moisture, that is profoundly satisfying. In the age of virtual reality, this sensory engagement is an important element in the enthusiastic reception of mokuhanga outside Japan.

The constellation of individuals who share a fascination with mokuhanga includes people with an interest in printmaking, Japanese culture, and the interplay of historic and contemporary ideas. As an artist, focusing on this corner of creative printmaking has given me access to a technique that embodies important ideas about history, material culture, and a way of life. When I first studied it, I was struck by the zealous dedication of artists like my first mokuhanga teacher, Bill Paden. Now I find myself in a similar position, bridging cultures by promoting the technique of a foreign place. In the process of learning mokuhanga, Japan has become more familiar, and I have made longlasting friendships with artists from Japan and from other countries who share my enthusiasm for mokuhanga and the ideas it embodies.
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Ando Hiroshige (Utagawa Hiroshige) (1797–1858). Naruto Whirlpool, Awa Province, from the Sixty-Odd Provinces, ca. 1853. 14 x 9.7 in (35.6 x 24.4 cm). Polychrome woodblock print; ink and color on paper.

In part a response to sumptuary laws restricting the use of figures, Hiroshige made many landscapes. The Naruto Straits are tidal whirlpools between the islands of Awaji and Shikoku, an area where much paper is produced. A bridge was built in 1998.

The Metropolitan Museum of Art, New York, NY, USA. © The Metropolitain Museum of Art.
Photo: Art Resource, NY

CHAPTER 1

HISTORY AND SIGNIFICANCE

One of the most exciting aspects of the study of printmaking in eighteenth-century Japan is the parallel that it reveals between cultural changes made possible by new printing technology then and the vast transformations today due to the advent of the digital technologies of the information age. This chapter offers a brief overview of the beginnings of woodblock as a magical and religious practice and an outline of its evolution as the technique that embodied the new ideas of popular culture in the rapidly developing urban centers of Edo-period Japan. Its significance to contemporary artists who make creative prints is tied to this history as well as to its practical advantages as a printmaking method that does not require the use of petroleum-based solvents or a mechanical press.

DEFINITION of MOKUHANGA

Mokuhanga, the traditional hand-printing technique of Japan, evolved from Chinese and Korean precedents during the Edo period (1603–1867). This water-based woodblock method was used to print everything from books to advertisements to playing cards to the single sheet prints that are seen most often in the West. Moku means “wood,” and hanga can be translated as “printmaking.” In Japanese the word hanga consists of two characters, representing two concepts, han, meaning “print” or “impression,” and ga, meaning “picture.”

While the expression refers to the print as an object more than to the printmaking process, it is a convenient way to identify this special technique, which in English could be called “traditional Japanese water-based woodblock printmaking.” Mokuhanga is most recognized as the technique that was used to print the famous woodblock prints of the Edo period, known as ukiyo-e. Ukiyo-e is generally translated as “pictures of the floating world,” suggesting images tied to a Buddhist notion of impermanence and the short-lived beauty of the transient world, as contrasted with the permanence of religious transcendence. During the Edo period, popular ukiyo-e prints referenced the floating world of the senses, the pleasure quarters, the theater, all fleeting pleasures that could be bought with money. Ukiyo was a style that included paintings and objects as well as prints, -e being the suffix that indicates “picture.” The prints are the best-known example of ukiyo-e artwork because they were made in multiples and traded around the world. Because of the wide distribution of these prints, they were the form of Japanese art that influenced the French Impressionist painters and were key in the development of Japonisme and Art Nouveau styles in Europe.

In spite of the wide appreciation for ukiyo-e woodblock prints, the mokuhanga printing technique was not well known outside Japan until recently. Thanks to increased travel and exchange with Japan, the virtues of this flexible water-based technique are being discovered in the West. Contemporary artists are learning about its possibilities, and university departments are broadening their printmaking programs to include Japanese woodblock.

TECHNICAL UNDERSTANDING OUTSIDE JAPAN

The first mokuhanga prints to arrive in Europe during the last half of the nineteenth century profoundly influenced the Impressionist painters. The outlines, flat colors, and compositional eccentricity of these ukiyo-e prints inspired formal changes in the work of painters including Manet, Van Gogh, and Bonnard. However, these painters and the master printers they worked with imitated the compositional innovations rather than the technique of the prints.

Félix Bracquemond was the prolific French painter-printmaker who brought the prints of Hokusai to the attention of the Impressionist painters. He first saw a copy of one of Hokusai’s manga sketchbooks in 1856 at the shop of his etcher friend Auguste Delâtre, who had discovered the book used as packing material in a shipment of porcelain. However, most prints reached European buyers through Asian import stores.

Innovative prints by Edgar Degas, Marie Cassatt, Henri Toulouse-Lautrec, and others clearly show the liberating influence of Japanese prints, but they were all created using variations on the Western etching and lithographic techniques of the time. Paul Gauguin was one of the few artists inspired by Japanese prints to carve his own woodblocks. He carried Hokusai prints with him on his travels

SCHOLARSHIP IN THE UNITED STATES



OVERVIEW of THE HISTORY of MOKUHANGA
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EARLY WOODBLOCK HISTORY
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UKIYO-E PRINTS IN EDO PERIOD JAPAN
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SHIN-HANGA AND SOSAKU-HANGA
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SIGNIFICANCE TO CONTEMPORARY PRINTMAKERS
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