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A Printmaker’s Day & Night

Light to dark, dark to light is the pattern of all our days. Each day the quality of light is something that affects us all profoundly. The low light of an English February morning over undulating hills, or the sharp, bright midday light of a British seaside town in July, can really affect our moods.

Light and how it changes throughout a day transforms the things we see around us. The bouncing light of a cloud-filled storm sky can change a seascape through a palette of blues, greys and turquoises. Cool summer moonlight that crosses my back garden sends long shadows that change the garden from homely to unfamiliar. You don’t have to be an artist to appreciate it, it is something we all share. But life is busy; I am as guilty as anyone of being too preoccupied by running a home and small business to always stop and look. When I do take life a little more slowly, when I concentrate and observe properly, I find it inspirational. Watching nature throughout the day and into the night have become experiences to draw upon to make my art.

This book is a collection of prints and drawings prompted by such moments. Times when an encounter with nature has been in the spotlight, transforming it into a strong memory that I can develop into what I hope will be a successful drawing or print. Many poets have also been motivated to write about night and day. Each chapter of this book has a poem that mirrors my thoughts and feelings about its title.

I hope you enjoy this journey through a day and a night of my collected memories, in which I attempt to bring into focus nature’s distinctive moments that have influenced the artwork I create.
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First Light to Last Light

Waking in our bedroom in Rutland on a bright summer’s morning is a very different experience to waking on our boat to a damp autumnal daybreak, which is different again to the gradual dawn of a winter’s first light at home, with its rosy hues that hold the promise of a day less grey than the one before. All are equally enjoyable and as a printmaker I find all equally inspiring.

The creativity light encourages among artists is a common story. Light quality is a subject much talked about by poets, writers and makers of many mediums, as well as printmakers and painters. There have been times when the search for natural light and a reconnection to landscape has driven whole art movements. In the British art world, it was the Pre-Raphaelite Brotherhood who first broke with conformity by rejecting studio painting. They took their painting outside into natural light, which at the time was considered most shocking. This reconnection to nature was echoed much later in the 1970s by the Brotherhood of Ruralists. Led by Peter Blake, the group was inspired by the ethos of the Pre-Raphaelites to leave the contemporary art scene of London to settle in Somerset. The aim of the group – to find the perfect rural idyll in which to live and paint – meant it then splintered into different locations around the UK. In 2000, I was lucky to meet two of its members, David and Annie Arnold, who had moved to Shropshire. The beauty of the light they captured in their paintings was reminiscent of another era. It reminded me of the work of Samuel Palmer or the poetry of Thomas Hardy. Sadly, David and Annie are no longer with us but other members of the group – such as David Inshaw and Annie Ovenden – remain active today.

Light at different times of day was famously captured by the impressionist Claude Monet. He made a series of paintings of Rouen Cathedral to show how the appearance of the building could change dramatically according to the light levels. The thick daubs of his paint depict the light and shade through the blues, mauves and oranges on the cathedral front. Monet would constantly swap from one canvas to another to record the changing light.
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Probably the most famous location in the UK for attracting artists driven by the search for light is Cornwall. St Ives has for many decades attracted painters and sculptors but in the post-First World War period it became very active. Barbara Hepworth, Patrick Heron and Ben Nicholson are some of the modernists who headed there and formed the St Ives School. These artists managed to turn a fishing village and seaside resort into a centre for the avante-garde that attracted art critics and buyers from around the world.

The light that fills my studio is a long way from the sharp-edged light of St Ives; it is a flatter, quieter light of central England. This light makes the pattern of my working day. I am an early bird and often in my studio just after dawn, cup of steaming coffee in hand, ready for a day of printmaking.

I live in Wing which is about three miles from Rutland Water in the smallest county of England. Wing is not remote – Leicester and Peterborough are only 30-minute drives away – but it does feel a world away from city living. My studio is at the bottom of the garden. It looks out onto sheep fields and farmland. This is not only the place I work, but it is where I can watch birds and, if I’m lucky, see hares as I sit at my desk. It is north-facing and three of its sides have large panes of glass so I have good light throughout the day.

My prints are made from a combination of relief blocks and screen printing. For the print colour work I use water-based ink and I mix the colours myself. It is amazing how the same colour can look quite altered at different times of day. Because of this and the fact my eyesight is not so good I try to use my studio during daylight hours (unless I have a very pressing publishing deadline).

When I am cutting blocks, I also need excellent light. The cutting is done with a very small, V-shaped gouge. I do use the aid of a magnifying glass for detailed work, but more than anything it is the light from my studio windows that really makes a difference.
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Lines of Light

I have been a professional printmaker for more than three decades. I studied Fine Art printmaking at Leicester Polytechnic in the 1980s and have continued my art practice as both a printmaker and an illustrator. Over the years the techniques I’ve used to create my images have changed. In my early career I was predominantly an etcher; I think this was because of my love of drawing. There is a very natural progression to move from a drawn line to an etched line.

As I’ve said on page 10, the print process I use now is block printing combined with silkscreen printing. This is called relief printing; it is very different to etching as you are creating a white line as you work rather than a black line. The blocks I cut are usually lino or vinyl. I use a sharp chisel to cut into the surface of my block. Ink is then applied with a roller to the block’s surface. The ink is transferred to paper by means of a press or by hand burnishing. So, when I create a line on the block surface, I am creating a white line – I am letting in light and printing shadows.
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Silkscreen printing

Once the detailed image is cut into the surface of a block, it is usually printed in black. Silkscreen printing is used to create the colour areas. This is essentially stencil work. Stencils can be made photographically but I cut stencils by hand. The stencils block the silkscreen, with areas of colour pulled through the fine mesh using a squeegee. The colour is printed first, the black second and the different ink qualities work together in the final printed image.

Printmaking techniques

Different print techniques allow the maker to create a range of tones, lines and marks which have their own unique and distinctive flavours. The methods used are either planographic, intaglio or relief. Silkscreen printing and lithography are planographic – that means they use a flat surface to produce an image. Intaglio uses a surface such as a copper or zinc plate where the image has been inscribed into it, either chemically using acid or by hand with sharp tools. Etching, engraving and dry point are examples of intaglio printing. Relief printing includes lino, vinyl and woodcut – these are among the methods I use. The ink is applied to the surface of the block with a roller so that the cut lines will be white when printed.

What is an edition? What is an original print?

The word print is used in many ways. There is the print industry, digital and lithographic reproductions, giclee prints and home computer printing. An ‘original print’ on the other hand is handmade; it is conceived and created by an artist, or with the help of an editioning studio.

Original prints are usually made in limited editions, which are numbered and signed by the artist. The number for example could be 40/75; this means it is the 40th print out of an edition of 75. The only other prints to be created are typically two archivable
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