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PREFACE.
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I READ, the other day, in a note of Abraham Haywar to
his translation of “Faust,” how Schlegel wrote of Gœthe—to
M. de Rémusat,—“Il imait guère à donner des explications,
et il jamais voulu faire des préfaces.” It would not be
seemly, perhaps, that in the present volume of brief
historical and critical record, I should endeavour to imitate
so august a silence.

Twenty-seven years have passed since one of the most
interesting and judicial of English writers upon Fine Art
published the book which did amongst us the service of
popularising, in some degree at least, the knowledge of
Etching. The craft of the aquafortist has, since then, become
a medium of expression generally accepted, if not precisely
understood; and the half-educated young woman of our
period, far from considering the art of whose achievements I
treat, as “a form of elegant pen-drawing,” (as she did in Mr.
Hamerto first days), is likely perhaps to hold—with “Carry,”
in my own little story—that there is “nothing in the world so
artistic as a very large etching.” The public, if it has not
become properly instructed in the technique of Etching, has
at least had the opportunity of becoming so. Hence I have
conceived it to be no part of my business to discourse much
upon methods. For them the reader may turn now, not only
to Mr. Hamerton, but to Sir Seymour Haden, with his great
practical experience, his native endowments, and his finely
trained taste; to Mr. Herkomer, with his frank and interesting



personal record; to M. Maxime Lalanne; to Mr. Frank Short—
but the list is too long for me to attempt to exhaust it.

What is done here—and done I think for the first time—is
to devote a book to the survey, not of good etched work
generally, nor of all etched work—all popular etched work—
wrought in England, but of such work as has been wrought
in England of the finer and truer kind. That has led to many
omissions; for, in the last generation and before it, people
were popular—as many are to-day—who were clever
draughtsmen, perhaps, but bad etchers. It has led, too, to
many inclusions—inclusions not possible to Mr. Hamerton.
Much of the best work done in England has been done since
he wrote; and a little excellent work, done long before he
wrote, he happened to pass over.

This present book, then, is devoted to the best English
art. It treats of the foreigner only when he has laboured
much in our land, or—I am thinking perhaps of M. Helleu—
has at least been much associated with it. It includes
necessarily a great American—Mr. Whistler—who was
amongst us for more than thirty years—and a man of French
birth who has been half his life with us—M. Legros. The art
of Etching is not, it may be, like the art of Water-Colour,
essentially English; but I suppose that nowhere more than
here has it been practised with excellence and with
legitimate variety. And this I say with the full knowledge that
the achievements of Rembrandt have made Holland classic
ground for ever for the lover of Etching, and that the history
of that art in France includes two names, at least, which are
inevitably illustrious—Méryo name and Jacquemar.

F. W.
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I.

TWO CLASSES OF ETCHING.
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AS in France and America, so, very specially, in England,
the productions of the etcher have to be divided broadly
into two classes, one of which is the result mainly of a
commercial demand, and the other, of an artistic impulse.
The etcher whose employment of the etching-needle is
confined wholly, or confined in the main, to the work of
realizing and translating the conceptions of another, is, like
the reproductive line-engraver, or the reproductive engraver
in mezzotint, little more than the dexterous instrument
which carries anothe message. So artistic is his process,
when it is properly used, that it is preferable indeed that he
be himself an artist as well as a craftsman—it is indeed
essential that he shall have some measure of artistic
feeling, as well as the flexibility of the executant. But our
demands upon him stop, in any case, at a comparatively
early point; and we find him more or less sharply cut off in
our minds, and in our estimation, from the artist who, when
he employs the etching-needle, is occupied with the
spontaneous expression of his own thought and fancy—of



the particular things of beauty and of interest which may
strike him on his way through the world.

II.

TURNER.
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OF fine original etchers within the confines of these
realms, Turner was almost the first to appear. He was the
senior, considerably, of Wilkie and Geddes, who will have to
be spoken of soon after him. During twelve years of his
“early middle” period—between 1807 and 1819—he
wrought what were in some respects important etchings
upon something like seventy plates. But his etchings
differed in aim, as well as in execution, from almost all the
others I shall speak of in this brief general survey of the
achievements, here in England, of the etche art. They did so
partly by reason of the fact that it was never intended that
they should be complete in themselves. They laid the basis
of an effect which had to be completed by the employment
of another art. They did hardly more than record—though
always with an unequalled power and an unerring skill—the
leading lines of those great landscape compositions which
the mezzotint of the engraver (and the engraver was often
Turner himself) endowed with light and shade and
atmosphere. For it was by a union of these two arts that that
noble publication was produced whose business it was to
surpass in variety and subtlety the “Liber Veritatis” of
Claude.



It is very possible that in some of the plates of his “Liber
Studiorum,” Turner did not undertake the “biting-in,” with
acid, of those subjects whose draughtsmanship was his
own. Probably he did in all the best of them. In an etching,
the strength and the perfection of the result—the relation of
part to part—is dependent so much on the biting. It is hardly
conceivable that where the etchings of the “Liber
Studiorum” strike us as most noble, they were not wholly—
in biting as well as in draughtsmanship—Turne own.

They differ much in merit, apart, I think, from the
necessary difference in interest which arises from the
opportunity given by one subject and denied by another for
the exercise of an etche skill. They have generally, within
their proper limits, perfect freedom of handling, and an
almost incomparable vigour, and a variety which liberates
their author from any charge of mannerism. There are few
of them which could not hold their own with any plate of
Rembrand done under conditions sufficiently resembling
theirs. The etching of the “Severn and Wye,” or the etching
of “St. Catherin Hill, Guildford,” is carried very nearly as far
as the etching of the “Cottage with White Palings,” and with
a result very nearly as delightful and distinguished. And in
regard to the average etching of Turner, it may fairly be said
that a hand put in to pluck out of a portfolio by chance any
one of the seventy, would discover that it held a print which
was at least the equal of that one of Rembrand with which it
is fairest of all to compare it—a print of Rembrand done, like
Turne, for “leading lines” alone—I mean the famous little
tour de force, the “Si Bridge.”



So much for the greatness of our English master. I pass
from him with this reminder, given again for final word.
Wonderful as is his etching for selection of line, wonderful
for firmness of hand, we must never allow ourselves to
forget that it was not intended to present, that it was not
intended to be in any way concerned with, the whole of a
picture.

III.

GIRTIN.
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THE limitations which we have marked in Turne aim in
Etching, are to be noticed just as clearly in the aim of Girtin.
Nay, they are to be noticed yet more. For while Turner not
infrequently gave emphasis to his work by the depth and
vigour of his bitten line, Girtin, in his few and rare etchings—
which, it is worth while to remember, just preceded Turne—
sought only to establish the composition and the outline. He
did this with a skill of selection scarcely less than Turne own,
and admirable, almost as in his water-colour work, is the
quiet sobriety of his picturesque record.

But though Girti etchings—many soft-ground, and about
twenty—may contain some lessons for the craftsman, some
indeed for the artist, they are scarcely for the portfolios of
the collector. They were wrought, all of them, towards the
end of Girti life, that was cut short in 1802,



GIRTIN. “A SEINE BRIDGE.”
when he was twenty-nine years old. They were the

preparations for his aquatinted plates of Paris, against which
in their completed form there is only this to be said—that
the avoidance, generally, of any attempt at atmospheric
effects, involves a seeming monotony of treatment, though
as dignified visions of old Parisian architecture, of Parisian
landscape, so to speak, in its habitual setting of wide sky
and noble river, they have never been surpassed, and very
seldom equalled.

The vision of Girtin, it must always be remembered—
whatever be his work—is not emphatically personal. With all
his charm and breadth and dignity, something of the pure
architectural draughtsman lingered to the end, in his labour.
He had no parti pris about the facts: no bias we forgive, no
prejudice we welcome. He sought to represent simply the



“view,” although no doubt the “view” was generally
bettered by his artistry.

IV.

WILKIE.
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A FAMOUS Scotchman, David Wilkie, and his very
distinguished friend and fellow-countryman, Andrew
Geddes, wrought, each of them, in the middle period of
Turne life, a certain number of etchings of independent
merit. Those of Sir David Wilkie, which were but few, happen
to be the best known, because Wilkie, much more than
Geddes, was a leader of painting. But, meritorious as are
the etchings of Wilkie, in their faithful record of character
and picturesque effect, they are seldom as admirable as the
prints of his less eminent brother. They have, generally, not
so much freedom; and, while they follow great traditions
less, they are at the same time less individual. “Pope
Examining a Censer” has the dignity of the designer and the
draughtsman, but not much of the etche particular gift. “The
Receipt”—or “A Gentleman Searching in a Bureau,”


