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    Modern Illustration confronts the meeting point of art, technology, and commerce, asking how images made for the printed page can remain vital, intelligible, and true to their maker in a rapidly changing world.

Joseph Pennell’s Modern Illustration is a work of art criticism and professional reflection written by a practicing illustrator and printmaker who observed the field from the inside. Appearing in the late nineteenth century, it addresses the conditions under which illustrators worked for books and periodicals, and the standards by which their images might be judged. The book situates illustration within a broader print culture, attending to how pictures accompany text, serve readers, and respond to the technical realities of the press. Its perspective is practical, historically minded, and oriented toward both makers and discerning audiences.

The premise is straightforward: to describe what illustration is doing in the author’s present and to propose what it can do at its best. Pennell writes with the authority of craft, paying attention to method, discipline, and the demands of reproduction. The experience he offers is part handbook, part critique, and part cultural commentary, presented in direct, unadorned prose. Rather than a romantic vision of the solitary artist, the book frames illustration as a collaborative enterprise shaped by editors, printers, and readers—an art that must harmonize imagination with the limits and possibilities of modern processes.

Key themes include fidelity between the artist’s line and the printed result, the responsibilities of publishers and printers to carry work faithfully to press, and the criteria by which illustrated pages succeed or fail. Pennell addresses the education of taste, urging attentiveness to clarity, composition, and economy. He weighs originality against the realities of mass production, arguing that technical means need not dilute artistic intent. Throughout, the book treats illustration as a language: legible, efficient, expressive, and accountable to its communicative task, yet capable of subtlety and nuance when craft and purpose align.

Modern Illustration is rooted in a moment of flux, when new methods of image reproduction were reshaping the appearance and circulation of pictures. Pennell tracks the consequences of these shifts for line, tone, and detail, and for the working relationships among artists and the printing trades. He treats the illustrated page as a designed surface in which every mark must anticipate translation into ink on paper at scale. By analyzing practice within this historical frame, the book becomes a record of evolving standards and a brief for how illustration might continue to advance without losing its character.

For contemporary readers, the book’s questions remain sharply relevant: What happens to authorship when technology mediates every mark? How can speed and scale coexist with care? Where does collaboration end and interference begin? Pennell’s emphasis on technical literacy, ethical production, and critical looking speaks to anyone navigating today’s image-saturated culture. Designers, illustrators, editors, and readers alike can find in his arguments a call to align intention with method, to value clarity without banality, and to recognize that processes—old or new—are not neutral but shape what images can say and how persuasively they say it.

Approached as an introduction, Modern Illustration offers a lucid window onto the art of making pictures for print under modern conditions. It balances practical insight with a combative respect for standards, championing work that is intelligible, economical, and alive to the page. Readers should expect a practitioner’s voice: exacting, occasionally polemical, always attentive to how visual decisions meet the realities of presswork and public reading. Without reducing illustration to technique, the book shows why technique matters—because it carries meaning—and why the health of illustrated culture depends on the disciplined sympathy of all who shape it.
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    Joseph Pennell’s Modern Illustration presents a systematic account of the state of black-and-white illustration at the end of the nineteenth century. Writing as a practicing illustrator, he outlines the book’s purpose: to describe the means, materials, and processes by which modern images are made for books, magazines, and newspapers, and to establish practical standards suited to reproduction. He distinguishes modern practice from earlier periods by emphasizing direct drawing for mechanical processes rather than dependence on interpretive engraving. The volume aims to be instructive and descriptive, detailing what illustrators should know about tools, reproduction methods, page design, and professional conditions that shape the finished work.

The opening chapters set modern illustration within a brief historical framework. Pennell reviews the age of wood engraving, when engravers translated artists’ drawings into printable blocks, and notes the limitations and achievements of that system. He then traces how photography and photochemical techniques displaced the engraver’s interpretive role, enabling artists to draw directly for reproduction. This shift alters responsibilities and possibilities: artists must now consider technical constraints at the outset, and publishers can reproduce drawings more quickly and at lower cost. The overview establishes how modern illustration arises from these changes, defining a field guided by process, economy, and clarity of intent.

Pennell provides a concise survey of reproductive processes and their implications for the illustrator. He explains relief methods such as wood engraving and photo line blocks, tonal systems including half-tone and photogravure, and planographic lithography. For each, he notes what the process will and will not print well, the scale at which artists should work, and how lines or tones break down on press. The emphasis remains practical: knowledge of screens, facsimile transfer, and paper choice ensures predictable results. The discussion links technique to outcome, showing how faithful reproduction depends on making drawings that suit the strengths of the intended process.

A central section compares pen-and-ink drawing with wash and charcoal for process work. Pennell analyzes the requirements of line blocks, favoring firm contours, controlled hatching, and masses of black and white that survive reduction. For half-tone reproduction, he discusses graded wash, the management of mid-tones, and the risk of muddiness when screens and papers are mismatched. He advises on avoiding retouching that blurs character, advocates working at sizes that reduce cleanly, and explains how to proof and correct with the printer. The guidance focuses on designing the drawing to print as drawn, minimizing translation that could alter intention or clarity.

Beyond technique, the book addresses composition on the page. Pennell examines the relation of image to text, margins, and type, treating illustration as part of a typographic whole. He describes headpieces, tailpieces, initials, borders, and vignettes, and how white space can balance pictorial weight. Historical examples, including recent decorative work influenced by private presses, demonstrate how ornament supports readability when scaled to the page. He advises coordinating with editors and compositors so that captions, legends, and running heads do not conflict with pictorial structures. The section presents practical rules for fitting pictures to formats, preserving both legibility and visual coherence.

Pennell surveys leading tendencies and representative practitioners across national schools. He notes English traditions of character and narrative drawing, the economy and observation of artists such as Charles Keene and Phil May, and the decorative clarity found in work by Walter Crane and Aubrey Beardsley. American illustration is described through reportage, historical subjects, and bold line, associated with E. A. Abbey, Howard Pyle, and Charles Dana Gibson. Continental approaches, including French tonal refinement and German design rigor, are sketched to indicate scope rather than to rank. The survey identifies stylistic options that align with different processes and editorial demands.

Professional practice occupies several chapters. Pennell outlines commissioning procedures, the provision of sketches, and approval stages with editors. He addresses scale, reduction ratios, and the submission of originals protected for photographic transfer. Practicalities include deadlines, proofing, paper selection, and coordination with engravers and printers. He discusses payment, rights, and the advisability of retaining originals or negotiating reproduction terms. Training and studio discipline receive attention, with emphasis on drawing from life, knowledge of materials, and familiarity with printing-room conditions. The section portrays illustration as collaborative work whose success depends on consistent communication and adherence to technical specifications.

Applications of illustration are examined across books, magazines, newspapers, and topical publications. Pennell distinguishes between narrative plates, decorative tailpieces, factual reportage, and explanatory diagrams, noting how purpose determines method. He describes travel and architectural drawing that records place, journalistic sketching that conveys events accurately, and literary scenes that clarify text without duplicating it. Though adjacent fields like posters are acknowledged, the focus remains on reproducible black-and-white work integrated with type. Examples indicate how scale, tone, and captioning guide readers through complex subjects. The discussion underlines utility and legibility, framing illustration as an informational art aligned with editorial needs.

The concluding chapters summarize the standards Pennell regards as essential to modern illustration: drawing with reproduction in mind, clarity in line or tone, fitness to the page, and respect for the reader’s comprehension. He affirms that mechanical processes widen access while setting constraints that demand informed choices. The book’s central message is practical: success follows from aligning artistic intention with the realities of printing and publishing. By codifying process knowledge, page design principles, and professional routines, Modern Illustration presents a manual for making images that serve text, print cleanly, and withstand reduction, ensuring durable practice in a changing graphic environment.
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    Published in 1895 when Joseph Pennell was living in London after formative years in Philadelphia and New York, the book surveys the practices of illustration at the close of the Victorian era and the Gilded Age. Its geographic horizon is transatlantic: London’s Fleet Street and printing houses in Holborn and Southwark, and American centers such as New York and Philadelphia. The period saw unprecedented urban growth, mass literacy, and the consolidation of large publishing firms. Pennell writes from within this bustling print marketplace, addressing readers situated amid rapidly changing technologies, new audiences for illustrated magazines, and the shifting economies that linked artists, printers, editors, and readers across Britain and the United States.

The Second Industrial Revolution provided the material basis for modern illustration. Web-fed rotary presses, perfected in the 1870s (notably the Hoe web press, 1871), could print continuous rolls of paper at high speed. Ottmar Mergenthaler’s Linotype (patented 1884) mechanized typesetting, slashing costs and timelines for magazines and newspapers. Wood-pulp paper, produced at scale by the sulfite and sulfate processes from the 1870s, supplied cheap substrates for mass circulation. These advances enabled six-figure print runs and weekly schedules that demanded rapid image reproduction. Pennell examines how such machinery altered the illustrator’s task—compressing deadlines, enforcing stricter line discipline for reproductive clarity, and encouraging editors to favor reproducible techniques over slower, craft-intensive methods.

Photomechanical processes transformed image reproduction in the 1880s and 1890s. The first halftone newspaper photograph ran in the New York Daily Graphic in 1880 (Stephen Horgan’s experiment), while Frederic Eugene Ives secured U.S. patents for screened halftone methods between 1881 and 1885; Georg Meisenbach advanced parallel work in Germany (c. 1882). Photogravure, refined by Karel (Karl) Klíč in 1879, and collotype enabled continuous-tone printing for deluxe books. By the early 1890s halftone blocks were displacing wood-engraved translations of drawings. Pennell’s book, centered on “methods and chief masters,” repeatedly weighs the merits and limits of these processes, arguing for direct reproduction of the artist’s line and warning that careless halftone work could flatten nuance and diminish draughtsmanship.

The decline of the wood-engraving trade—once dominant in the era of The Illustrated London News (founded 1842) and Harper’s Weekly (1857)—was a social and economic rupture. As publishers adopted zinc line blocks and halftones in the late 1880s, engravers lost commissions and status; by 1893 major weeklies were regularly mixing process blocks with residual hand-engraving. The shift reconfigured shop-floor labor, moving work from engraving rooms to photographic and chemical departments. Pennell, trained in pen and etching, writes through this disruption, criticizing the intermediary role of engravers who “interpreted” artists’ lines and endorsing techniques that preserved authorial control while acknowledging the efficiencies demanded by the modern press.

Explosive growth in illustrated periodicals created a vast stage for modern illustration. In the United States, Harper’s Monthly (1850), The Century Magazine (1881), and Scribner’s Magazine (1887) reached six-figure circulations; in Britain, The Strand Magazine (1891) rapidly surpassed 300,000, and The Studio (1893) fostered discussion of applied arts. Public policy underwrote this boom: Britain’s Elementary Education Acts (1870, 1880) expanded literacy, and the U.S. Postal Act of 1879 granted low second-class rates to magazines, cutting distribution costs. Pennell contributed to and critiqued this periodical culture, showing how editorial calendars, advertising pressures, and audience expectations shaped illustrators’ subjects, from city views and travel narratives to topical reportage that required instantly legible images.

International expositions functioned as proving grounds for graphic technologies. The World’s Columbian Exposition (Chicago, 1893) devoted a Graphic Arts Building to photography, photogravure, collotype, and halftone screens, publicly demonstrating processes that publishers were rapidly adopting. Paris’s Exposition Universelle (1889) showcased advancements in photomechanics alongside poster design and printmaking workshops. Pennell, a tireless traveler and exhibitor, engaged these venues as observer and participant, measuring technique against industrial display. In his book he translates the fairground’s spirit—comparison, competition, and standard-setting—into a critical framework, situating “modern” illustration within a global parade of machines, inks, and papers that recalibrated expectations for fidelity, speed, and cost in image reproduction.

Changing legal and commercial frameworks also shaped illustrators’ livelihoods. The United States’ International Copyright Act of 1891 (the Chace Act) curtailed routine piracy of British works while imposing a manufacturing clause requiring U.S. printing for protection, steering transatlantic projects toward American presses. Although the U.S. did not join the Berne Convention in the nineteenth century, the 1891 law stabilized contracts and fees for original images. Faster steamships and the telegraph, by the 1890s, compressed transmission times for copy and drawings between London and New York to days and hours, respectively. Pennell’s analysis reflects these realities, noting how copyright security, manufacturing constraints, and rapid logistics determined how, where, and by whom illustrations were produced and circulated.

The book constitutes a critique of the political economy of images at the fin de siècle. Pennell exposes how industrial systems—pressrooms, photographic departments, and editorial offices—could erode artistic agency, reduce labor to repetitive tasks, and privilege cheap speed over public taste. By advocating direct reproduction of the artist’s mark, he challenges hierarchies that placed process workers or proprietors between maker and audience. His discussion of mass circulation illuminates class divides: illustrated weeklies democratized access to knowledge while anchoring new advertising regimes that commodified vision. In weighing technique against integrity, Pennell indicts complacent standards in publishing and calls for professional accountability in a marketplace shaped by law, capital, and mechanization.
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BY BOUTET DE MONVEL.  FROM

 “ST. NICOLAS”  (DELEGRAVE).

This book is the result of a request, made to me by the editor of the Ex-Libris Series, that I should write for him something about the Illustration of to-day.

The idea, I must acknowledge, and I am glad to do so, is his, not mine. To the editor also I am indebted for much help, especially in the matter of the illustrations which the book contains; in fact,  if he has not selected and chosen them all, he has performed the more difficult and thankless task of obtaining them. Only one who has gone through the drudgery of finding drawings or blocks, in magazine, book, museum, artist's studio, or collector's portfolio, and then of getting the permission of editor, publisher, curator, artist, or amateur, to use or reproduce them, knows what this means. I know from past experience, and I was therefore only too glad to shirk the work when I found Mr. Gleeson White willing to undertake it. I doubt, however, if he will ever again attempt such a task. For the appearance of the illustrations in the book he deserves the credit; for much advice and many suggestions of great value, as well as to the articles he has written, and the lectures he has delivered, on this subject, I am greatly indebted.
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BY T. W. RUSSELL.  PEN DRAWING FROM “THE DAILY CHRONICLE.”

There are many others also whom I must thank. First of all Mr. Austin Dobson, who, when he learned I was making a study of the subject, took the trouble to put me on the track of the French illustrated books of the early part of this century, giving me a most helpful start. Without his assistance, and that of M. Beraldi, I might never have even been able to trace the true birth, development, and growth of modern illustration, which springs from Goya[1], the Spaniard, as draughtsman,[1] and Bewick[2], the Englishman, as engraver; spreading, spontaneously but quite independently, to France; thence to Germany, back again to England, and finally to America, whence it has been diffused again all over the world. Though in all its component parts—drawing, engraving, and printing—illustration is more advanced in the United States than anywhere else; still to-day, despite the excellence of much of the work done there, remarkable results are being obtained in other countries. Yet this latter-day excellence is so marked in American work that in many ways it has overshadowed that of England, France, Germany, and Spain, from the artists and engravers of which countries we Americans have derived our inspiration.

Once again I must thank the authorities at South Kensington and the British Museum, Mr. E. F. Strange and the assistants; Mr. A. W. Pollard, who, though the editor of a rival series, helped me as though the book was to appear in his own collection; Professor Colvin and Mr. Lionel Cust, the latter of whom, during his stay in the Print Room of the British Museum, I bothered persistently; his transfer to a more important post is a great loss to students at the Museum; Dr. Hans Singer of Dresden, and many others.

Artists, especially those of the older generation, the men who gave illustration in this country thirty-five years ago a position it does not hold to-day, have been untiring in their interest in the book, and most helpful in every way; it has been a delight and a pleasure to meet Frederick Sandys, Birket Foster, Harrison Weir, Frederick Shields, and W. H. Hooper, just as it is an undying proof of the artistic blindness of a generation which has not the intelligence to use the work of its masters. Mr. Hooper has told me that he does not believe the Bewick blocks could be printed any better than they originally were; this is an interesting problem, but one which can never be solved; from my point of view they were badly printed. He also thinks that Bewick used overlays.

Mr. Hooper is the English master of facsimile[3] wood-engraving; and some day, when this fact is generally discovered (as Mr. William Morris has found out, for Mr. Hooper has engraved the greater part, if not all, of Sir Edward Burne-Jones's and Mr. Morris's designs), there will be a wild and fruitless discussion among bibliographers as to the engravers of the wonderful blocks in Morris's books, and of much of the best work of 1860 to 1870, signed with the name of a firm, or a tiny mark in the most obscure corner.

Mr. Laurence Housman's article on A. Boyd Houghton in "Bibliographica" I wish I had seen before the English chapter was written, and I wish I had had the benefit of his researches concerning this master, as well as the advice of Mr. A. Strahan, which would have been invaluable.

[image: ]

BY MAURICE GREIFFENHAGEN.  PEN DRAWING FROM “THE DAILY CHRONICLE.”

Mr. W. J. Hennessy has given much help in the American chapter, and I must thank Mr. Emery Walker, Mr. Horace Townsend, Mr. H. Orrinsmith, Mr. C. T. Jacobi, Mr. W. E. Henley, and I cannot remember how many more. Mr. Edmund Gosse kindly allowed  us to reproduce his Rossetti, one of the strongest pieces of work, I think, that artist ever did in pen and ink. The other drawings not contributed directly by artists, or not obtained as electros, etc., are mainly from my own collection, for strange as it may seem, the collection of original drawings is one of my hobbies; others may collect bad prints, I prefer good originals. The proprietors of "The Daily Chronicle" allowed us to reproduce a number of designs made for that paper, and published in it during February, 1895. That no drawings are included from many of the artists of "Fliegende Blätter" is because the proprietors refused to allow them to be reproduced or used; no doubt the publishers have daily applications of the same sort, but as a book like this is not intended as a rival to a comic paper, I think their refusal in this case rather uncalled for. Still, I have not
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BY E. J. SULLIVAN.  PEN DRAWING FROM “THE DAILY CHRONICLE.”
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BY J. McNEIL WHISTLER.  FROM “LEGENDARY BALLADS” (CHATTO).
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BY A. S. HARTRICK.  FROM A PEN DRAWING IN “THE DAILY CHRONICLE.”
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BY CONSTABLE.  PROCESS BLOCK FROM AN ORIGINAL

DRAWING IN POSSESSION OF THE AUTHOR.
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ST. CHRISTOPHER, 1423.
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BY SIR EDWARD BURNE-JONES, BART.  REDUCED FROM A LARGE PROCESS BLOCK IN “THE DAILY CHRONICLE.”




[image: ] BY SIR DAVID WILKIE.  FROM AN ORIGINAL DRAWING IN THE POSSESSION OF THE AUTHOR.




[image: ] WOOD-ENGRAVING BY THOMAS BEWICK.  FROM WALTON’S “COMPLETE ANGLER” (BOHN).
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A GENERAL SURVEY.
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“CHRIST AND PETER.”  BY CARACCI.  Wood-engraving by the Linnells.
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“THE HOLY FAMILY.”  BY PERUGINO.  Wood-engraving by the Linnells.
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BY STOTHARD.  FROM AN ORIGINAL DRAWING IN THE POSSESSION OF THE AUTHOR.
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FROM A PAINTING BY WILSON.

Wood-engraving by the Linnells.
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FROM A PAINTING BY RUBENS.

Wood-engraving by the Linnells.
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BY STOTHARD.  FROM ROGERS’ “POEMS” (CADELL).

Engraved on wood by Clennell.
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BY STOTHARD.  FROM ROGERS’ “POEMS” (CADELL).

Engraved on wood by Clennell.
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FROM TITIAN, “ARIADNE AND BACCHUS.”

Wood-engraving by the Linnells.
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BY HARVEY.  FROM “MILTON’S POETICAL WORKS” (BOHN).

Engraved on wood by Thompson.
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BY HARVEY.  FROM “MILTON’S POETICAL WORKS” (BOHN).

Engraved on wood by Thompson.
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FROM AN ORIGINAL DRAWING ON THE WOOD BY HARVEY.

[image: ]

BY HARVEY.  FROM MILTON’S POETICAL WORKS (BOHN).  Wood-engraving, unsigned.
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BY THURSTON.  FROM BUTLER’S “HUDIBRAS” (BOHN).

Wood-engraving, unsigned.
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