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"Where the Picture Cannot Go, the Engravings Penetrate": 

Prints and the Victorian Art Market 

Martha Tedeschi 

Curator in the Department of Prints and Drawings 

Possibly during no previous period of similar duration have such marked changes been 

observable as those which properly belong to that time of peace, the Victorian Era.' 

t is significant that this statement, penned in 1887 by a writer for the Art Journal, was 
made as part of a survey of developments in printmaking. Indeed, the art world of nine- 

teenth-century England was reshaped by an unprecedented boom in the print market, 
which reached its apex in the 1840s and I85os.2 This explosion of interest was the direct 

result of the profound social and cultural transformations already under way. While the eco- 
nomic engine of the Industrial Revolution produced the surplus capital required to establish a 
broad market for luxury goods, it also fostered the rise of a literate, newly wealthy middle 
class that came into its own with the Reform Bill of 1832, gaining greater social recognition, 
electoral power, and political status.3 Middle-class confidence expressed itself in a burgeoning 
consumer demand for objects-including works of fine art-that were once associated only 
with the gentry and nobility. 

These new collectors, however, possessed a different sensibility than their aristocratic 
counterparts. Never cultivating a taste for the distant and the exotic, and wary of the large 
numbers of forged Old Master paintings that were appearing on the English market each year, 
they preferred pictures of familiar subjects by living artists who were able to vouch for their 
works' value and authenticity.4 This new audience for contemporary art reconfigured the 
established art market in a way that, at first, puzzled even the artists who stood to gain the 
most. In I85I, for example, the painter Charles Robert Leslie wrote: "The increase in private 
patronage of Art in this country is surprising. Almost everyday I hear of some man of fortune, 
whose name is unknown to me, who is forming a collection of the works of living painters."' 

This picture of growth is particularly remarkable in light of the unstable economic climate 
of the 1840s, a decade in which blight struck the Irish potato crop and England suffered years 
of poor harvests.6 W. MacDuff's painting Lost and Found and the famous engraving that repro- 
duces it (fig. 2) juxtapose the plight of the lower classes with the flourishing trade in prints. 
Here two orphans pause in their work shining shoes to admire the engravings in the shop win- 
dow of legendary printseller Henry Graves. The centerpiece is a portrait of the prominent 

FIGURE 1. William Henry 

Simmons (English, 

1811-1882). The Proscribed 

Royalist (after John 

Everett Millais) (detail), 

1858. Mixed method 

engraving on ivory chine 
mounted on off-white 

plate paper; image 45 x 

63.8 cm (7 3/4 x 25/8 in.), 

sheet 6o x 82 cm (23 5/8 x 

32 1/4 in.). William 
McCallin McKee and 

Joseph Brooks Fair 

endowments, 1996.49. 
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"Where the Picture Cannot Go, the Engravings Penetrate" 

reformer Anthony Ashley Cooper, 7th Earl of Shaftsbury, 
who in 1844 established the London Ragged School Union 
to educate destitute children. The work's symbolic 
implication seems to be that the boys, themselves among 
the lost, are "found" through their exposure to prints, 
which are valuable tools for the education and elevation 
of even the lowest classes of society. 

While few individuals could afford to build a collec- 
tion of oil paintings, many were able to acquire the prints 
that reproduced them, which ranged from six-penny 
sheets hawked on the streets to expensively framed 

engravings sold in elegant shops. By the i85os, many 
middle-class parlors boasted dense displays of framed 
best-sellers such as William Holman Hunt's Light of the 
World (fig. 3) or John Everett Millais's Proscribed Royalist 
(fig. i), which reflected the religious, sentimental 

imagery and iconography of Victorian painting. In 1853 
the Art Journal reported "there is still a large picture- 
buying public-never so large a one as at present-and a 
still more numerous body of the community not pos- 
sessing the means to purchase the original works of our 

painters, but who are able to acquire, and do acquire, the 
next best substitutes-engravings, and imitation draw- 

ings or chromolithographs."' 

FIGURE 2. James Scott (English, 1809-1889). Lost and Found 

(after W. MacDuff), 1864. Engraving on paper; 47.6 x 39.1 cm 

(18 3/4 x 
15 3/8 in.). Courtesy of the Old Print Shop, New York. 

That the enthusiasm for reproductive prints extended 
to the upper classes was exemplified by Queen Victoria, 
herself a collector of engravings, who in July I842 had a 

printing press brought to Buckingham Palace so that she 
and Prince Albert could watch the printing of a plate after 
a work by the popular animal painter Edwin Landseer.' 
Nevertheless, the print trade was fueled largely by the 

expanding ranks of the middle class, and those involved in 

producing and promoting prints recognized the potential 
for profit that a more democratic patronage of art might 
bring. The journal Art Union, a steadfast supporter of the 

print professions, became the loudest voice in defense of 
art's new mass audience: "Art should not be content to 
minister to the tastes of the few alone, to whom the pos- 
session of its best labours is a luxury; but its healthy 
influence should be felt among the million."9 

While it is unsurprising that the subject matter of 

prints was virtually identical to that of paintings, the 

print trade actually had a profound, reverse effect on 
what artists chose to paint in the first place. In this hey- 
day of the printed reproduction, the popularity of a par- 
ticular print had a significant impact on its artist's future 

bargaining power with dealers. While many artists had 
mixed feelings toward the largely unsophisticated art- 

buying public, they all experienced extreme pressure to 

produce subjects with immediate popular appeal.'I 
Themes drawn from contemporary life reigned 

supreme. The members of the emerging mass market 
had no classical education and little interest in aesthetic 
issues. Instead, they were exceedingly attracted to narra- 
tive elements and didactic, moralizing content. The art 
historian Dianne Macleod has argued that these middle- 
class collectors wished to locate pictorial equivalents to 
their deeply held beliefs in moral virtue, respectability, 
and a necessary degree of social conformity, thus "encod- 
ing the myth of middle-class stability in the midst of 

unruly lower orders."" Their preferences were recog- 
nized and encouraged by a parliamentary committee in 

1845, which praised "the more homely scenes of com- 
mon life," explaining that "they are oftentimes the only 
intelligible mode in which Art can speak to a large por- 
tion of the community." 

Some of these popular prints were used to propa- 
gate socially useful attitudes and were remarkably effec- 
tive in bringing about conformity in public opinion. 
Illustrations of domestic virtue or the beauties of the 
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FIGURE 3. William Henry Simmons (English, 1811-1882). The Light of the 

World (after William Holman Hunt), 186o. Line and stipple engraving on 

ivory chine mounted on off-white plate paper; image 9o.i x 51.2 cm (35 1/2 x 

20 I/8 in.), sheet 102 x 63.5 cm (40 / x 25 in.). Sara R. Shorey Endowment, 

1997.658. 

English countryside, for instance, reinforced and refined 
national values. In other works, consumer demand was 

successfully harnessed to various agendas for reform. 
The critic F. G. Stephens echoed reformers of the two 

preceding decades when he wrote in i86o, "Indeed a 
national service is rendered by the publication of really 

noble transcripts from noble pictures like these. Where 
the picture cannot go, the engravings penetrate."' Often, 
heightened emotional content served both to attract 

patrons and shape their thinking about current issues. 
Frank Short's Sorrowing Angel (fig. 4) is a late example 
of this trend; reproducing an oil painting by George 
Frederick Watts, the large mezzotint was published in 

901o to raise funds for the movement opposing the use 
of bird feathers for fashion and household ornament. 

Genre scenes, despite their association with low- 
brow taste and their traditionally lower status in the 

hierarchy of artistic subject matter, were considered 

capable of bearing the same moral weight in this new 
social climate as history painting had traditionally done 
under aristocratic patronage. Such a purpose in turn had 
an effect on style, since detail, high finish, and extreme 
literalism were considered necessary to convey a sub- 

ject's full didactic meaning. A rustic cottage interior, for 

instance, could suggest humble piety, hard work, and 

loving family values through an easily read iconography 
of elements such as its tidiness, an open Bible next to a 
half-burnt candle, or a carefully mended garment hang- 
ing on a peg. Such is the case with one of the most familiar 

images of the period, Henry Wallis's painting Chatterton 

(1855/56; Tate Britain, London), which depicts the 

poignant death in a garret of Thomas Chatterton, a bril- 
liant poet and forger who, when found out, poisoned him- 
self with arsenic at the age of seventeen.14 Wallis's almost 

photographic technique invites viewers to linger on every 
meaningful detail. Thomas Barlow's mixed method 

engraving The Death of Chatterton (fig. 5) translates the 

picture's mesmerizing, funereal aura into black and white, 
and similarly invites a careful contemplation of each and 

every symbolic component, including the purloined 
verses, rejected and torn to shreds, which have fallen from 
the dead poet's hand. 

Biblical imagery was another staple of the print 
market. It must be remembered that Victorian family life 
revolved around religion, and many painters were them- 
selves deeply pious, as evidenced by the moralizing sub- 

jects they often selected for their own private printmaking 
activities as members of the London Etching Club.' 
Millais, for example, favored scenes of feminine virtue, 
sometimes combining them with a religious theme, as he 
did in Saint Agnes ofl Intercession (fig. 6). Holman Hunt, 
too, elected to etch scenes of quiet familial harmony such 
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"Where the Picture Cannot Go, the Engravings Penetrate" 

FIGURE 4. Frank Short (English, 1847-1945). The Sorrowing Angel (after 

George Frederick Watts), 1901. Mezzotint, heightened with blue chalk on 

cream wove paper; image 58.7 x 31 cm (23 '/8 x 12 3/i6 in.), sheet 65.6 x 

34.4 cm (25 7/8 x 13 /2 in.). Gift of Dorothy Braude Edinburg to the 

Harry B. and Bessie K. Braude Memorial Collection, 1991.622. 

as The Father's Leave-Taking (fig. 7). In this work, a por- 
trait of his wife and son, the artist elevated the theme of 
maternal love and duty by giving the figures the monu- 
mental presence of classical statuary. Reproductive 
prints after Holman Hunt were particularly in demand; 
chock-full of sacred symbolism and glowing with spiri- 

tual fervor, his paintings translated well into black and 
white (see fig. 3). The artist himself seems to have been 

intensely interested in transmitting his message through 
the print medium, going so far as to design a massive gold 
frame that could be purchased with Frederick Stacpoole's 
large engraving (fig. 8) of The Shadow of Death (1869/73; 
Manchester City Art Galleries). Decorated with a large 
cartouche of a cross and crown of thorns, this frame 
drove home the picture's prophecy of the crucifixion.'6 

The flourishing print trade was responsible for the 

emergence of numerous new institutions that radically 
transformed the traditional topography of the London art 
world. Established in 1847, the Printsellers Association 
responded to the need for trade regulation when the mar- 
ket became flooded by mediocre impressions published 
in unlimited editions; new periodicals, the foremost being 
the Illustrated London News, depicted events of the day 
with wood engravings that could be removed and col- 
lected. Under increasing pressure from all sides, the august 
Royal Academy had to reconsider its longstanding refusal 
to admit engravers as full members. The first such honor 
was bestowed in 1855 on Samuel Cousins, who was justly 
celebrated for his ability to translate the velvety textures, 
soft flesh tones, and rich chiaroscuro of oil paintings into 

print. His mezzotints after portraits by Thomas Lawrence, 
including Miss Julia MacDonald (fig. 9), exemplify the 
skill and intuition with which he turned a reproduction 
into a ravishing work in its own right. 

As more and more hopes-ranging from the improve- 
ment of British industrial design to the moral reform of 
the working classes-were pinned to the print trade, it 

gained political, as well as artistic and commercial, clout. 
Members of Parliament such as Thomas Wyse actively 
campaigned for the dissemination of fine art in affordable 

forms.17 Numerous parliamentary select committees were 
established to examine and debate various aspects of the 

print market and its value to society, including art unions, 
copyright violation, professional recognition of engravers, 
and the print's impact on art education. 

Throughout most of the Victorian period, painters 
had the right to sell their canvases and the corresponding 
copyrights as separate entities.'8 Publishers, who were 
often picture dealers, printsellers, or both, mediated 
between artists and the public. It was not unusual for 
them to commission pictures specifically for reproduc- 
tion, and if a painting did not prove a critical and popular 
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FIGURE 5. Thomas Barlow (English, 1824-1889). The Death of Chatterton (after Henry Wallis), i86o. Mixed method engraving on ivory chine 

mounted on off-white plate paper; image 6o x 82.7 cm (23 5/8 x 32 '/2 in.), sheet 80.5 x 
lo6.6 

cm (31 3/4 x 42 in.). Sara R. Shorey Endowment, 1997.659. 

success there would be little demand for its prints. To mini- 
mize their risks, publishers tended to favor a small handful 
of highly fashionable artists-Holman Hunt, Landseer, and 
Millais most prominently-whose works would be assured 
a profitable reception by the art buying public. This practice 
in turn fostered a kind of monopoly over the print market 

and, by extension, over the art market in general. 
The demand for prints of popular modern subjects was 

so great that publishers were encouraged to pay astounding 
fees for engraving rights. Possibly the highest of these was 
the ?Io,5oo that Thomas Agnew paid Holman Hunt in 1874 
for The Shadow ofDeath and its copyright, which led to the 
massive success of Stacpoole's engraving (fig. 8). Proceeds 
from the sale of its proofs alone came to more than 

?20,000. 9 Such transactions netted fortunes for successful 

publishers, who became known as the "princes" of the art 
world. By providing an incentive to pay generously for 

paintings and their copyrights, the avid demand for prints 
drove the prices of modern British art increasingly higher, 
reinforcing its status as an economic investment. 

Salable copyright also influenced the art trade in other 

ways. Careers could be made or destroyed according to a 

painter's success on the reproduction market. Millais, one 
of the most frequently engraved artists of the Victorian 

period, owed his lavish annual income of ?25,000 to 

?40,000 mainly to copyright sales. It was in part the eco- 
nomics of the popular print market, coupled with critical 

hostility, that persuaded him to abandon his early attempts 
at artistic reform in favor of giving the public what it 

wanted." The Proscribed Royalist, published in I858 as a 

stunning mixed method engraving (fig. i), was one of a 
series of paintings of star-crossed lovers that Millais painted 
and released in printed form between 1857 and 1864.2 The 
arrival of each new work in this series was an event, with 
customers scrambling to obtain the latest one. The theme 
of staunch love and loyalty in the face of the wrenching 
demands of war and politics was exactly the kind of uplift- 
ing, sentimental message the government promoted and 
the public hungrily pursued. 
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"Where the Picture Cannot Go, the Engravings Penetrate" 

British artists could exercise a 

great deal of control over their repu- 
tations, as well as the view posterity 
would take of them, by deciding 
themselves which of their paintings 
would be engraved and which would 
not. Indeed, most of their continen- 
tal admirers would have known their 
works almost exclusively through 
the circulation of reproductive prints. 
If a painter and his patron or pub- 
lisher determined early on to have a 
work engraved, this inevitably affect- 
ed both the choice of subject matter 
and how to treat it. Artists often 
altered a work's style when they were 

midway through a canvas, when it 
was specified which reproductive 
medium would be used and who the 

engraver would be. For instance, the 
choice of William Henry Simmons to 

engrave The Proscribed Royalist was a 

carefully considered one; his varied 
and flexible style of mixed method 

engraving was perfectly matched to 
Millais's painting, which plays the 

rich, satiny fabrics of the young 
woman's dress off against the tangled 
undergrowth of the forest where her 
lover is hiding. 

Throughout most of the nine- 
teenth century, reproductions- 
whether engravings, mezzotints, or 

plaster casts-were prized for their 

ability to convey both the form and 
the content of their originals. The medium of translation 
seems to have been virtually transparent to most mid- 
Victorian viewers and the unique facture of the original of 
minor significance. "The print indeed exhibits all the 
characteristics of the painter," was the type of approving 
comment generally made by reviewers of newly pub- 
lished prints."2 

The prevailing intaglio techniques of mezzotint, 
stipple, mixed method, and pure line engraving each 

possessed strengths and limitations that made them suit- 
able for translating different kinds of pictures. The 

FIGURE 6. John Everett Millais (English, 1829-1896). Saint Agnes of 

Intercession, i85o. Etching on cream laid paper; image 11.6 x 18.6 cm (49/16 x 

7 5/i6 in.), sheet 22.7 x 29.7 cm (8 I5/16 x II "/I6 in.). Promised gift of 

Dorothy Braude Edinburg to the Harry B. and Bessie K. Braude Memorial 

Collection, 160.1992. 

FIGURE 7. William Holman Hunt (English, 1827-19io). The Father's Leave- 

Taking, 1879. Etching on ivory laid paper; image 18.7 x 25 cm (7 3/8 x 9 7/8 

in.), sheet 33.1 x 47.6 cm (i3 x 18 3/4 in.). Promised gift of Dorothy Braude 

Edinburg to the Harry B. and Bessie K. Braude Memorial Collection, 

I27.I992. 
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desire for heightened cheapness, novelty, and 

speed produced an unprecedented fever of 
innovation in the middle decades of the cen- 

tury. By 1859 the printer W. J. Stannard could 
list 156 different reproductive techniques in 
his book Art Exemplar.7 Despite this welter 
of new processes, intaglio techniques such as 

engraving and mezzotint, in which lines and 
marks are incised with various tools into a 
metal plate, remained paramount for the 

reproduction of original paintings through- 
out most of the Victorian era. Pure line 

engraving, in which variations in tone could 

only be achieved by painstakingly varying 
the intervals between lines, was traditional 

during the eighteenth century but was tre- 

mendously time consuming: ten large works 
could employ one artist for thirty years. 
Although esteemed as the highest form of 

printmaking, this approach was competing 
with quicker intaglio methods by the mid- 
Victorian period, with mixed method engrav- 
ing and mixed mezzotint emerging as the 
dominant processes.24 

A mixed method engraving could be pro- 
duced in less than a year because it employed 
as many as five different intaglio techniques 
on a single plate. Artists could suggest tonal 

gradations by using aquatint, etching, mez- 
zotint, or stipple, while rendering elements of 
the composition in line engraving, which gave the much- 

prized appearance of a high finish. Engravers also used 
mechanical devices such as the ruling machine, particu- 
larly for filling in large background areas with monoto- 
nous but regular patterns of lines and dots. Publishers and 

engravers particularly favored the combination of line 

engraving and stipple (or "dotting"), since they were able 
to hire unskilled workers to do the stippling cheaply.'2 In 
the hands of a master like Simmons, the stipple technique 
could be exploited to achieve extraordinary atmospheric 
effects, such as the rays of the lantern in The Light of the 
World (fig. 3). 

Mezzotint, which involved rocking the entire surface 
of the plate until it would print a deep, rich black and 
then burnishing back the light areas, was much faster 
than engraving in part because assistants could prepare 

the plate. Due to its potential for velvety blacks, lumi- 
nous highlights, and a wide range of intermediate tones, 
it was especially well suited to reproducing oil paintings, 
particularly nocturnal images of subjects in which light 
effects played a critical role (for example, figs. 4, io). 
Practical and popular during the eighteenth century, 
mezzotint remained in use throughout the Victorian era 
thanks to the introduction of steel plates, which could 

yield as many as 20,000 to 30,000 impressions.26 This 
innovation was generally praised for its democratizing 
effect, since refined images could now be achieved by 

FIGURE 8. Frederick Stacpoole (English, 1813-1907). The Shadow of Death 

(after William Holman Hunt), 1878. Mixed method engraving on ivory chine 

mounted on off-white plate paper; image 102.3 x 79 cm (40 '/4 x 31 '8 in.), 
sheet i30 x ioo cm (51s /8 x 39 3/8 in.). Sara R. Shorey Endowment, i997.657. 
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means of mass production. The Art Journal of I85o, for 
instance, credited the steel plate with "improving the taste, 
and cultivating a love for the beautiful in Art and Nature" 

among "the great masses of society" who once could 
afford only "objects that ministered to a depraved taste."27 

Despite the popularity of mezzotints and engravings, 
print production during the first half of the i8oos was 
marked by the engravers' constant struggle for profes- 
sional recognition.28 Oddly enough, it seems to have been 
the very laboriousness of their work that contributed to 
the relatively low regard in which they were long held. As 
late as 1853, John Ruskin reinforced the view of the 

engraver as humble artisan and slavish copyist: 

When you spend a guinea upon an engraving, what have 

you done? You have paid a man for a certain number of 
hours to sit at a dirty table in a dirty room, inhaling the 
fumes of nitric acid, stooping over the steel plate, on which, 

by the help of a magnifying glass, he is, one by one labori- 
ously cutting out certain notches and scratches of which 
the effect is to be the copy of another man's work. You can- 
not suppose you have done a very charitable thing in this!'2 

While the engravers saw themselves as artists special- 
izing in interpreting pictures and translating them into 
other media, the public was clearly only interested in their 

ability to replicate the original exactly. Reviewers for the 
Art Union praised them only when they succeeded in hid- 

ing the signs of their own labor, awarding compliments 
such as this: "His manner is forcible and spirited, as well as 
accurate: he aims to show the painter rather than himself; 
and the productions of his burin are always singularly true 
to the originals he copies.""3 Ironically, by the time en- 

gravers achieved higher status at mid-century, their liveli- 
hood was within a generation of extinction, as handwork 
became rapidly replaced by mechanical and photome- 
chanical methods for fine-art reproduction. 

Of course, the positive side of the gigantic de- 
mand for engravings was that there was plenty of 
work to go around, a major change from the situa- 
tion at the turn of the nineteenth century, when the 
book trade provided the only regular employment. 
By the i85os Holman Hunt himself was lamenting 
the difficulty of "obtaining a first-rate engraver 
who is disengaged."33 Artists recognized the impor- 
tance of securing the services of the best engravers, 
and just as most painters became associated with a 

specific reproductive medium that suited the trans- 
lation of their style, many formed associations with 
a particular engraver; for example, Simmons, one of 
the period's most sought-after line and stipple 
engravers, was considered ideal for transforming 
Millais's and Holman Hunt's painted images into 

print (see figs. I, 3)- 
If engravers labored in obscurity, publishers and 

printsellers became the acknowledged governors of 
the English art world, enjoying profits that brought 
them respect for their business acumen and allowed 
some to establish themselves in high society. In- 
deed, by the 1840s the average annual income of the 

top twenty publisher-printsellers in London was 
calculated at ? 6,ooo000. This is a huge sum in view of 
the fact that an annual living of ?250 could support 
an entire family as late as i86o and that between 

FIGURE 9. Samuel Cousins (English, 1801-1887). Miss Julia MacDonald (after Thomas 

Lawrence), 1830/31. Mezzotint on ivory wove paper; image 23.1 x 19.2 cm (9 1/8 x 

7 9/16 in.), sheet 51.4 x 42 cm (20 1/4 x 16 '/2 in.). Gift of Walter S. Brewster, 1928.772. 
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FIGURE IO. Charles William Campbell (English, 1855-1887). The Birth of 
Galatea (after Edward Burne-Jones), I885. Mezzotint on buff ivory chine 

mounted on off-white plate paper; image 34.1 x 45 cm (13 3/8 x 17 3/4 in.), 
sheet 40.9 x 41.5 cm (16 /8 x 16 3/8 in.). Robert Chase, Hannan, and Prints 

and Drawings Purchase endowments, 1996.50. 

?8oo and ?i,ooo allowed one to live in "good society."" 
The emergence of printselling and publishing as 

sound, highly respected businesses was accompanied by 
significant growth in the profession and, inevitably, by 
increased competition. In William Hogarth's time, twelve 

printselling shops conducted business in London. By 
1839 there were recorded seventy-two printsellers and 

publishers in operation, a number that had grown by the 

i88os to approximately 125. Between 1847 and 1894, 4,823 
plates were registered with the Printsellers Association; 

each of these would have been used to 
make thousands of impressions-some- 
times as many as 30,o00-driving the 
total number of legally circulated copies 
well into the millions.34 

In this period, a complex pricing 
structure came to be widely and system- 
atically adopted by dealers of reproduc- 
tive prints. This system was designed to 
convince consumers that the more they 
were willing to pay for an engraving, the 
more rare the work, and the better their 
investment. In actuality, virtually all such 
works were mass-produced, so claims 

regarding the uniqueness and impression 
quality of "proofs" remained largely a 

marketing device with little basis in fact. 
For example, in i86o the powerful pub- 
lisher Ernst Gambart recorded his plans 
for an engraving of Holman Hunt's 
Christ in the Temple: "I propose to Print 
from 1000 to 2000 artist's proofs at 15 
G[uinea]s, iooo Before letters Proofs at 12 

Gs, iooo Proofs at 8 Gs, & I hope io,ooo 
Prints at 5 Gs."" By positioning prints as 
scarce, valuable commodities in this way, 
entrepreneurs such as Gambart were able 
to simultaneously stimulate and satisfy a 

huge volume of demand. 
The dealer system, however, was only 

one means by which prints were dis- 
tributed. Another was the Art Union of 

London, founded in 1837 with the goal of "extending the 
love of the Arts of Design throughout the United 

Kingdom" and giving "encouragement to artists beyond 
that afforded by the patronage of individuals."'6 One of 

many similar societies that sprang up in the Victorian 
climate of social reform, the Art Union attempted to 

integrate art education and support by making "cheap 
art good and good art universal."37 It also, however, 
embraced new mechanical technologies such as steelfac- 

ing and electrotype and established a distribution net- 
work of unprecedented scope, thereby achieving its 
democratic mandate of expanding the art-buying pub- 
lic."3 From the outset, the organization embraced the 
broadest possible audience, directing its attentions as 
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"Where the Picture Cannot Go, the Engravings Penetrate" 

FIGURE II. Walter Sickert (English, born Germany, 186o-1942). The Old 

Mogul Tavern, Drury Lane, 19o8. Etching on cream laid paper; image 20.5 x 

15.5 
cm (8 '16 x 6 1/8 in.), sheet 31.4 x 26.2 cm (12 3/8 x o 5/16 in.). Promised 

gift of Dorothy Braude Edinburg to the Harry B. and Bessie K. Braude 

Memorial Collection, 234.1992. 

much to the provinces and colonies as to the capital. 
Ironically, even though the art unions disseminated 

impressions of low quality they did encourage a more 
realistic, appropriate understanding of their value. 
Unlike the printsellers, whose trumped-up hierarchy of 

"proofs" was designed to obscure the mass-produced 
nature of their offerings, the art unions had no such pre- 
tensions. They published and marketed their prints 
according to a different criterion: affordability. Sub- 
scribers paid one guinea for their prints, knowing full 
well that they received the same work as thousands of 
others across the vast British Empire. 

In the second half of the century, the growing use of 

photomechanical techniques for reproduction dramati- 

cally undercut the print's status in British cul- 
ture. Inexpensive and quick to publish, this new 
breed of image began to erode the established 

engraving trade after 186o, helping to bring 
about the end of an era. At the same time, cre- 
ators of photographically produced copies were 
able to stake a new claim to objectivity, making 
hand-engraved reproductions suddenly suspect 
as works of subjective interpretation. 

The repercussions of this sea change were enor- 
mous. By the end of Queen Victoria's reign in 

1901, the engraver's profession had all but died 
out. Many artists no longer wanted an engraver 
mediating and translating their work for the pub- 
lic; likewise, many collectors were no longer 
satisfied with the large, highly finished prints pro- 
duced by professional engravers, preferring 
instead the intimacy of original drawings or prints 
that revealed the unique touch of the artist's own 
hand. At the same time, a new curiosity about and 

hunger for a closer look at originals, piqued by 
photographic reproductions, helped to stimulate 
revivals of original printmaking by painters- 
especially among the avant-garde-in the decades 
after 186o. These artistic movements, which were 

paralleled by similar developments on the Con- 

tinent, were influential in bringing about mod- 
ernist definitions of art. As the golden age of the 

reproductive engraving waned, the modern print became a 
nondidactic, individually produced object, the result of 
creative genius freely exercised. 

In England, painter-printmakers active in the late 
Victorian period included Walter Sickert and Theodore 
Roussel. Both students of James McNeill Whistler, they 
adopted the American master's unorthodox approach, 
opposing the highly finished look, moralistic subjects, 
and techniques of mass distribution that the engraving 
trade traditionally supported. Sickert, for example, used 
a lively, idiosyncratic etching style to capture the vivac- 

ity of a London dance hall in The Old Mogul Tavern, 
Drury Lane (fig. ii). Roussel's The Agony of Flowers 

(fig. 12) is the result of the artist's highly experimental 
approach to printmaking. He created both color and 
black-and-white versions of the subject, searching for 
the perfect means for expressing the melancholy mood 
evoked by a vase of dying flowers. Such prints were 
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never intended to please the crowd or con- 

vey moral lessons. Instead, they responded 
to a new breed of connoisseurs who wished 
to distinguish themselves from the masses 

by demonstrating their preference for a few 

suggestive strokes of genius over the hard 
labor of reproductive engravers. 

Today, despite the adoption of replica- 
tion and appropriation strategies by some 
Postmodern artists, reproductions and 

copies remain largely devalued. As we have 

seen, however, the marketing and accep- 
tance of reproductive engravings as works 
of fine art-and the important role acc- 
orded to copies, reproductions, and ver- 
sions in the Victorian art world in general- 
point to that culture's quite different will- 

ingness to value translations in place of the 
real thing. At their best, these reproductive 
prints are sensuously beautiful objects. 
Created by professional engravers who 
were gifted artists in their own right, they 
helped transform Victorian consumers into 
an engaged, art-collecting public. 

FIGURE 12. Theodore Roussel (English, born France, 1855-1926). The Agony of Flowers, 1890/95. 

Etching, soft-ground, and aquatint on cream wove paper; 45 x 34.9 cm (17 3/4 x 13 3/4 in.). 

John H. Wrenn Memorial Endowment, 1997.426. 
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