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A Printmaker’s View

Fields, skies, sea-waves and still water are the backdrops I use in my prints; birds and other wildlife the characters I place upon them to make my artwork. I have always lived in the countryside – even in my youth as a student in Leicester in the 1980s I lived out of town. I rented a small cottage in the market town of Melton Mowbray, which is about 13 miles from Leicester. Rather than get the train I would cycle to college. The route took me through the countryside and I would often stop to do observational drawings and collect roadkill! The creatures I found would be strapped to my handlebars to study and draw. These anatomical drawings then became prints, at that time mainly etchings. Today I use the medium of lino and silkscreen and my imagery is much more stylised but drawing still remains very important – drawing for me is the key element to a successful print or illustration. So, for over forty years, printmaking has been my passion and from a child, wildlife has fascinated me. The artwork I create brings these two inspirations together in my prints.

Today I live in Wing, a small village in the smallest county of England – Rutland. Birds have always been a very strong element in my work, so my home village of Wing is aptly named. The landscape here is not dramatic; it has gentle rolling fields topped with spinneys of native trees. The hedges are a mixture of hazel, hawthorn and blackthorn; they divide the fields into pockets of brown and green. In winter I can watch flocks of fieldfares and redwings stride across the fields pecking at the ground in formation like synchronised swimmers; in spring hares box and in summer swallows swoop and dive. This is the view from my studio window, a view of the English countryside which I often use as a backdrop for my prints.

Much of the inspiration for my artwork comes from watching this view and from watching the year unfold from winter to spring to summer and autumn while I work at my desk.

I am lucky to earn my living from my artwork. I am also very lucky to have my studio at the bottom of the garden. This allows me not only to make prints but also to take time out to tend to the garden, birdwatch and enjoy being at home. Perhaps this year more than any other many people have this in common. Due to lockdown and the pandemic we have valued nature from our own homes in a new way. Many of us have been able to enjoy its sounds, its smells and its beauty – whether that is in a small garden, a wilderness, a park or watching an indoor plant flourish over the course of time. It gives us a connection to nature that is cherished. This year more than any other I have noticed the changing seasons. Snowdrops pushing through the winter soil, snake’s-head fritillaries bending their elegant heads in the wildflower bank, and the ever-deepening richness of birdsong as the seasons progress.

The illustrations in this book are my response to nature and a reflection of what I see around me. Some of the images have been commissioned by publishers but they always stem from a personal experience of watching, drawing and printing. I hope you will enjoy a printmaker’s view of watching a year unfolding.
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Background

I live in a 1930s railway worker’s cottage with my husband Mark and our two ageing whippets. We have four grown-up children who now have homes of their own. Our house is part of a terrace of four; it is not the archetypal pretty Rutland home you might expect an artist to live in, it is very workaday. Two up, two down with a long garden that backs on to farmland. The terrace has a shared tunnel to access the back and it is only when you walk through the tunnel you see the view. Visitors are always surprised by the contrast of the front of the house with the back and it is this element of surprise that I love about our home. It is our own personal Narnia and even before lockdown it meant I was very happy not to move beyond the garden and studio for weeks on end. Outside my studio window is a small flock of Jacob sheep – currently ladies in waiting for their spring lambs. Behind the sheep is a patchwork of arable land that changes colour and pattern with the seasons. The fields are ploughed with ridged lines and furrows – crops sown, harvested, the land ploughed again.
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Bikes, Birds and Boats

Our lifestyle provides much of the imagery I use in my work, so my prints are influenced not only by the landscape of Rutland but also by the places we visit during the year. My husband Mark has a small wooden sailing boat, Windsong – a Finesse 24 – and during the summer months we spend many weeks sailing the east coast of England. In previous years we have ventured to Shetland and other parts of the British coastline. Many of the summer and sea images I make come from drawings done on board Windsong. There is no better way to observe birds and other wildlife than from the back of a sailing boat. We sleep on board, so the end of the day and early mornings are the perfect time to sit and watch with my sketch book in hand. I have to admit I am not a great sailor, too prone to sea sickness, and as the boat is very small I always seem to be in the way of my husband Mark who is the real sailor!

This allows me to cycle to our next mooring. I have always loved cycling, but I’m not the Lycra-clad speedy type, I like to take my time.

Time alone on my bike is a great pleasure and over the years I have completed a number of long-distance rides. Just me, a tent, a small bag and a pair of binoculars. The longest ride I did was in 1984, cycling 3,000 miles of the British coastline. All done in four weeks – I was then twenty-four and fit as a flea! That trip was sponsored in aid of Voluntary Service Overseas in the summer before I became a volunteer myself in Bangladesh at The Rehabilitation Center for the Paralysed in Dhaka.

The most recent solo long ride was in 2018: I cycled from home in Wing to Treen at the western tip of Cornwall, then back to Rutland via Guernsey where I met Mark who had sailed there on Windsong.

Now I am over sixty, I do take the help of the train in parts of the journey. But the principle is the same as when I was young; that is to see and experience things in a way you don’t when you’re in a car or with other people or when you’re just too comfortable. It is these experiences that I draw upon to make my artwork.
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Studio and Techniques

Printmaking has been my great love for many years. I was introduced to making prints as an art student at Leicester Polytechnic in the late seventies. During my student years I was mainly an etcher, but over the years I have used a wide variety of printmaking techniques. Since 2008 I have worked in a combination of lino and vinyl cutting and silk screen. Bringing these two techniques together gives my work a distinctive look. I always start with the block work, cutting the main image directly on to the lino or vinyl. The design work done on the block acts as the guide for the areas of colour.

What is a lino/vinyl cut?

Lino/vinyl cut is a printmaking technique: a sheet of linoleum or vinyl is used for the relief surface. A design is cut into the surface with a V-shaped chisel or gouge, with the raised (uncarved) areas representing a reversal (mirror image) of the parts that will show when printed. The resulting block is inked with a roller and then impressed onto paper. The actual printing process can be done by hand or with a press – I use a Rochate Albion Press.

What is silkscreen printing?

Silkscreen printing is a printing technique that uses a woven mesh of very fine holes. I then use a paper-cut stencil to block areas of the mesh – the open areas of the stencil allow ink to be pushed through the mesh on to the paper using a squeegee. A different stencil is required for each colour and each stencil is cut from paper using a sharp knife. This means the hand-cut mark of the stencil and the hand-cut blocks work well together when one is printed over the other.

Rochate Albion Press

The most dominant piece of equipment in my studio is a Victorian-style Rochate Albion Press – although it looks like an antique it is a modern replica and prints beautifully. This press is still made today in Barnet, near London, by the Rochate family.
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