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Preface

Wood engraving is an a ll but forgotten a rt, its p a rticu la r importance 

and merits obscured by the in troduction  of photography and high speed photo­

gravure p rin tin g . The United States today is inundated w ith  seemingly 

un lim ited  quantities o f prin ted matter; a va rie ty  o f m u lt i-c o lo r photographic 

reproductions are met w ith  d a ily . A lthough this vast outpouring o f material 

includes va luab le  h is torica l analyses and in terpreta tions, its very existence 

makes the a ttitudes and outlook o f the previous century more d if f ic u lt  to  com­

prehend. M edia saturation is a phenomenon of more recent times; in  the early  

n ineteenth century the possib ilities o f illus tra ted  publications were just begin­

ning to be apparent.

This thesis is a study of the nineteenth centu ry . It is an attem pt to 

understand more o f tha t period by exam ining the a rtis tic  career and in fluence 

of A lexander Anderson, the firs t documented p ra c tition e r of wood engraving in 

the United States. A lthough now relegated to  footnotes in histories o f Am erican 

a rt, Anderson was seen by his contemporaries as a major force in the develop­

ment o f American cu lture  and c iv il iz a t io n .  An understanding o f why he was 

so h igh ly  regarded in his own time w il l perhaps lead to a more complete p ic ture  

o f the n ineteenth centu ry . Contemporary heroes can perhaps suggest new 

insights in to  the ideals o f an ea rlie r tim e.

Anderson's career involves two major issues in Am erican a rt h istory. 

The firs t concerns the problems confronting an aspiring a rtis t during the early 

years o f the R epublic. W hat lim ita tions and restrictions were present? What 

were the possible resources which m ight f ru it fu lly  be employed? Were chances

Reproduced with permission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without permission.



fo r success, commercial or otherwise, greater in one f ie ld  o f endeavor than 

another? Since Anderson was essentia lly se lf-tau g h t, where d id he acquire  his 

technica l and s ty lis tic  in form ation, and how a va ilab le  was it?  His struggles 

to learn and his subsequent success suggest the d if f ic u ltie s  and potentia l 

resources fo r beginning artists shortly a fte r the Am erican Revolution.

The second issue is the role o f wood engraving during the nineteenth 

centu ry. Why was i t  com m ercia lly successful? W hat socia l importance did 

men o f the period attach to the technique? Why was i t  praised as a fundamen­

tal element in the advance of c iv il iz a t io n , and why did i t  decline? Perhaps 

more than that o f any other a rtis t, Anderson's career co incided w ith  the history 

of American wood engraving. Through a study o f his l ife ,  the America of the 

n ineteenth century can be seen a l i t t le  more c le a rly .

In w ritin g  a paper of this k ind , assistance is always received. I was 

fortunate to find  that these offers o f a id and encouragement were given in the 

best sp ir it of interest and concern. M y firs t recogn ition  must be to my advisor, 

Professor George B. Tatum. His advice and suggestions have been inva luab le , 

w h ile  his command of language has proved both fascinating and demanding. He 

has saved me from numerous errors, but in the end saw to i t  tha t I bore the 

responsib ility  fo r the discovery and development o f the ideas in this thesis.

Miss Elizabeth E. Roth, Keeper o f Prints, New York Public L ibrary, and her 

assistant Mrs. Roberta Fong suffered w ith  me through a iong hot ju ly .  Their 

helpfulness and suggestions were matched on ly by the m id-afternoon heat o f the 

c ity .  Frederick Bauer, L ibrarian, the American A ntiquarian  Society, continued 

his previous friendship w ith  me ana offered needed encouragement as w e ii as 

assistance. Miss E. McSherry Fowble o f the W interthur Museum gave endlessly 

o f her time tha t I m ight have some knowledge of the graphic arts, and also 

offered va luable  suggestions. Most of a l l ,  my w ife  Lisa continuously offered 

encouragement, c ritic ism , and confidence. She is one o f those gifted people 

who can make even the darkest moments seem b righ te r.
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I am also gratefu l to  the Henry Francis du Pont W interthur Museum 

for its support during the research and w ritin g  o f this thesis. Beyond this 

assistance, the holdings o f the Museum's lib ra ry  have been inva luab le  in 

providing material essential to my investiga tion .
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. . . when the sluggard in te lle c t o f this continent w il l  look from 
under its iron lids and f i l l  the postponed expectation o f the world 
w ith  something bette r than the exertions of mechanical s k il l .

Ralph W aldo Emerson

It is therefore not true to assert that men liv in g  in democratic 
times are na tu ra lly  ind iffe ren t to science, lite ra tu re  and the arts; 
on ly  i t  must be acknowledged tha t they c u ltiva te  them a fte r the ir 
own fashion and bring to the task th e ir own pecu lia r qua lifica tions 
and de fic ienc ies .

A lex is  de Tocqueville
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Chapter I 

The M aking of an A rtis t

By the end of the eighteenth century, a d is tin c tive  a rtis tic  trad ition  

had not ye t been established in  Am erica . The most promising minds went to 

England and the C ontinent, often never to  re turn. Men w ith  lesser a b ilit ie s , or 

lesser means, usually worked in  weak im ita tion  o f European styles, the ir art 

ignored by the world and by many o f the ir countrymen. The career of A lexander 

Anderson (1775-1870) typ ifies the problems which confronted the hopeful artists 

of his period, w h ile  his extraord inary success as an engraver makes him unique in 

the early  history of American a rt.

Anderson's work exceeds ten thousand separate engravings, and was 

used to  illus tra te  more than six hundred and n inety  books.1 He achieved what no 

American a rtis t had done before: he reached a mass audience. The United States 

was the firs t dem ocratic nation in modern history; A lexander Anderson was the 

f irs t a rtis t to have his material w id e ly  d istributed to this new republican populace. 

The weaknesses and possibilities o f the arts in the eighteenth century were com­

bined w ith  the dem ocratic optimism o f the nineteenth; the result was the firs t 

successful engraver in the New W orld .

The notion of democracy was new to most of the world in the nineteenth 

century. European visitors made observations of this new idea, w ith  opinions that 

ranged from the.most optim istic  to d ire  warnings for the fu tu re . Their comments 

extended from po litics  to re lig io n , and occasionally included remarks on the role 

o f the arts in a dem ocratic soc ie ty . A lex is  de Tocqueville , among the most

-  1 -
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perceptive o f the foreign v is itors, gave considerable thought to the cu ltiva tio n  of

the arts in Am erica:

It would be to waste the time o f my readers and my own i f  I strove to 
demonstrate how the general m ed iocrity  o f fortunes, the absence of 
superfluous w ea lth , the universal desire fo r com fort, and the constant 
efforts by w h ich  everyone attempts to  procure i t  make the taste for 
the useful predominate over the love o f the beautifu l in  the heart o f 
man. Democratic nations, among whom a ll these things ex is t, w il l 
therefore c u ltiva te  the arts that serve to render l ife  easy in preference 
to those whose ob ject is to  adorn i t .  They w il l h ab itu a lly  prefer the 
useful to the b e a u tifu l, and they w il l  require that the beautifu l should 
be useful. . . . Among a dem ocratic population a ll the in te lle c tu a l 
facu lties of the workman are d irected to these two objects: he strives 
to invent methods that may enable him not on ly to work be tte r, but 
more q u ick ly  and more cheaply; or i f  he cannot succeed in tha t, to 
dim inish the in trin s ic  q u a lity  o f the th ing he makes, w ithout rendering 
i t  w ho lly  u n fit fo r the use for which i t  is in tended.2

Tocqueville 's comments summarized the problems fo r a dem ocratic a rt.

In his v iew , Americans "w ill require that the beautifu l should be use fu l;" the 

democratic a rtis t "strives to invent methods that may enable him not on ly to work 

better, but more q u ic k ly  and more cheap ly ." These lim ita tions also suggested 

possible strengths. If an art form could be developed w hich would in fac t combine 

the beautifu l w ith  the useful, and which could be made ava ilab le  rap id ly  and a t 

l i t t le  expense, then success m ight be possible and art made ava ilab le  to a. demo­

c ra tic  nation . The development and widespread dissemination o f such a means of 

artisticexpression  was the p rinc ipa l achievement of A lexander Anderson. He 

introduced the technique o f wood engraving as an a rt form, p rovid ing  a ttrac tive  

illustra tions in large quan tity . His career co incided w ith  the rapid development 

o f American publish ing, and his engraving technique perm itted w ide d is tribu tion  

of illustra ted works to a growing and enthusiastic audience. His work was useful, 

inexpensive, and could be rap id ly  produced in the conventional p rin ting  presses 

then a va ila b le . He was the firs t a rtis t in the United States to produce works of 

a rt on a large-scale, popular basis.

Ihe a rtis tic  c lim ate in which Anderson developed his engraving tech­

nique was not rich w ith  possib ilities. He was born in 1775, sixteen yeais afrer
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Benjamin West had departed for Europe, and one year a fte r John Singleton Copley

had le ft  on a s im ila r journey. N e ither a rtis t was ever to  return to  the New

W orld . G ilb e rt Stuart did not permanently leave England fo r Am erica un til

eighteen years la te r, and Thomas Sully had two European trips before h im . An

adequate apprenticeship in the arts did not exist in Am erica, w h ile  sources fo r

study were few and p rim arily  in private hands. Compounded w ith  this was the

lack o f an audience fo r a rtis tic  innovations. Copley d iscontentedly documented

this a ttitu d e  in an unaddressed d ra ft of a le tte r:

A  taste of pa in ting  is too much wanting in Boston to  afford any kind 
of help; and was it  not fo r preserving the resemblmc.es o f pa rticu la r 
persons, pa in ting  would not be known in the p lace. The people 
genera lly regard i t  as no more than any other useful trade, as they 
sometimes term it ,  like  tha t o f carpenter, ta ilo r , or shoemaker, not 
as one of the most noble arts in the w orld , w hich is not a l i t t le  
m ortify ing  to  me. W hile  the arts are so regarded, I can hope for 
nothing e ithe r to  encourage or assist me in my studies but what I 
receive from a thousand leagues distance, and be my improvements 
what they w i l l ,  I shall not be benefited by them in this country,
neither in po in t o f fortune or fame.3

The disadvantages under w hich other artists labored, or from which they w ithdrew ,

also weighed on Anderson. The late eighteenth and early  nineteenth centuries

did not o ffe r an hospitable a rtis tic  environm ent. But two advantages were present

in the graphic a rts . Eighteenth century publications did o ffe r basic technical

instructions, w h ile  add itiona l books contained engraved plates as d ire c t examples

of the medium in w hich the engraver worked. These were a t best second-hand

reports of paintings, but they were o rig ina l p rin ts . U n like  crtists in  other media,

a beginning engraver could have frequent and d ire c t contact w ith  fin ished

a rtis tic  productions. There was no interm ediary between the student and the work

he wished to exam ine. A  painter would p rim a rily  study paintings through the

secondary medium of graphics, w ith  l i t t le  d irec t contact w ith  co lo r. An engraver

studied d ire c tly  the prints whose technique he hoped to learn.

In add itio n , there was an audience fo r illus tra ted  books; but in order 

to illus tra te  a large ed ition  inexpensively, a new technique had to be devised to  

replace the copper p la te . The sfory of Anderson's success lies in his use of these
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unique advantages and in the importance w h ich  his contemporaries attached to  

illustra ted  m ateria ls. Anderson was able to  create works o f a rt, w hich his 

countrymen wanted, and in the value o f w hich they be lieved .

Several sources exist w hich concern Anderson's early  l ife  and career. 

He kept a D iary from January, 1793 to  June, 17944; this document is a valuable 

source fo r a ll aspects of New York life  fo r the period, as w e ll as the best a v a il­

able po rtra it of the man him self. In a dd itio n , many of his letters have survived, 

together w ith  an autobiographical sketch w ritten  in 1847.5 This la tte r source 

treats aspects o f his l ife  w h ich  do not appear in the D iary. U n fortunate ly , some 

incidents are recorded in both , w ith  contrad ictions. Anderson's memory appar­

en tly  dimmed over the course o f ha lf a century, a regrettable but understandable 

development. For this reason, whenever possible, the Diary w il l  be used in 

preference to the 1847 autobiography in  trac ing  the development o f his career. 

F in a lly , the early  b iography o f Anderson by Benson J . Lossing is an important 

source. As a successful p rac titione r o f the a rt o f wood engraving, Lossing was 

eager to  praise the man who had established the technique in A m erica . In his 

biography he quotes several letters w hich cannot now be located and includes 

his reco llections of comments made by Anderson during the ir long friendsh ip . 

Lossing is also the source from which most la te r writers on Anderson took the ir 

m ateria l. But Lossing was apparently unaware o f Anderson's D ia ry, and contra­

dictions w ith  the more contemporary document do appear. And again, the reco l­

lections w hich Anderson recounted to  Lossing may suffer from an o ld man's fa ilin g  

memory. Despite the shortcomings of these sources, the form ative influences on 

Anderson can be deta iled  w ith  a high degree o f ce rta in ty .

Anderson's fa ther was a Scottish immigrant, whose com bination o f 

republican views and trade o f p rin te r in New York C ity  soon caused displeasure 

among the British during the Revolutionary W ar. The fam ily  hasriiy removed to 

Connecticut, tak ing  what equipment could be salvaged from the p rin ting  shop.7 

This turn o f fortune had a lasting e ffec t on the fa m ily , and finances were to  be a 

repeated worry  throughout the years covered by Anderson's D ic ry . V/hen the
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young Anderson developed an interest in the study o f a rt, both he and his fa ther 

thought firs t o f p lac ing  him in  a remunerative trade . In the la te  eighteenth 

century a liv in g  could not be made by the practice  o f engraving.

The father's occupation was to  have an important e ffe c t on Anderson. 

Simply by liv in g  near the presses, the son would gain a fa m ilia r ity  w ith  the re lie f 

process o f p rin ting  as w e ll as an understanding o f in k in g , press operations, and 

paper. The adoption o f re lie f p rin ting  to the engraved wood b lo ck  was to be the 

basis o f Anderson's u ltim ate  success, and fo r this his early  involvem ent w ith  the 

p rin ting  trade provided a basic know ledge.

Occasional works o f graphic a rt were ava ilab le  in the e ider Anderson's

shop. In an undated le tte r to  Lossing, Anderson discussed the e ffe c t o f those

prints on his youthful ambitions:

I reco llec t being a llow ed an occasional peep a t a considerable p ile  
o f prints, such as were issued from the London shops, among which 
were Hogarth's illus tra tions o f the Idle and Industrious Apprentices, 
w hich made a strong impression on my m ind. These prints determined 
my destiny.8

That Anderson was fa m ilia r w ith  Hogarth is further documented by a D iary entry o f 

January, 1794 in w hich he mentions that a M r. Davis loaned him a copy of 

Hogarth on Beauty. 9

During his early  association w ith  prints, Anderson c le a rly  became 

fa m ilia r w ith  the work o f W illia m  Hogarth (1697-1764), best known fo r his sa tiric  

representations of l i fe  in the e ighteenth centu ry . Hogarth used his series of prints 

to teach by example, trusting tha t p ic to r ia l representations would instruct as w e ll 

as en te rta in . Solid, m iddie-class virtues were portrayed, as w e ll as the certa in  

ruin w hich would be fa ll those who fa ile d  to be guided by them. Hogarth's 

engraving techniques were not to be o f great importance to Anderson; but he would 

make use o f the d id a c tic  approach w hich was caseniioi tc Hogc.in s w u i k ..

Anderson's fa m ilia r ity  w ith  the p rin ting  process and his early  fascina­

tion w ith  engravings encouraged him to make attempts on his own. In la te r life  

he recalled tha t he firs t engraved on a ro lled  copper penny, having firs t discovered
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the technique through a friend w ith  access to an encyc loped ia . Lossing specified 

the source invo lved to have been Chambers' Cyclopedia 11 A lthough Anderson's 

o rig ina l plates are lost, the probable source is s t i l l  a va ila b le . It is quoted here 

in some length so tha t the reader w il l  have an idea of the techniques invo lved and 

to demonstrate the spec ific  nature o f the instructions presented to  beginning 

craftsmen.

E N G R A VIN G  in  copper, is employed in representing diverse subjects, 
as portra its, histories, landskips, fo liages, figures, bu ild ings, &c, 
e ithe r a fte r paintings, or designs made fo r the purpose. It is performed 
e ithe r w ith  the graver, or w ith  aqua fo r t is .— For the firs t, there needs 
but l i t t le  apparatus, and few  instruments. The p la te  you work on being 
w e ll polished, is covered over w ith  a th in  skin o f v irg ins wax, and on 
th is, the draught, or design, done in b lack  lead, red cha lk , or other 
ungummed matter is la id ; and rubbed down for the wax to  take o ff .  The 
design thus transferred upon the wax, is traced through on the copper, 
w ith  a point or needle: then heating the p la te , and tak ing  o ff the wax, 
the strokes remain; to be fo llow ed , heightened, & c . according to  the 
tenor of the design, w ith  the graver, w hich is to be very sharps and w ell 
tempered.
In the conduct o f the graver consists a ll the art; fo r w hich there are no 
rules to  be g iven; a ll depending on the habitude, d isposition, and genius 
o f the a rtis t.
The other instruments are, a cushion, or sandbag, to  lay  the plate on, to 
g ive  i t  the necessary turns and m otions.— A burnisher, round a t one end, 
and usually f la ttish  a t the other, to rub out slips and fa ilu res, soften the 
stroaks, & c . — A  scrapper, to pare o ff the surface, on occas ion .— And 
a rubber o f b lack  c lo th , or hat, to f i l l  up the strokes, rhat i t  may appear 
how the work proceeds.

Chambers' encouragement to a hopeful engraver was not restricted to 

technique; he also offered a theory o f art:

In a word, in a rt there is a moral v iew , or m otive, superadded to the 
natural science, or perception; w hich motive is the proper p rin c ip le , 
or premium m obile of a rt . . .  The whole, therefore, ends in this, 
tha t science arises from u natural p rin c ip le , a rt from a moral.13

In the lig h t o f his e a rlie r knowledge o f p rin ting  processes, i t  seems 

probable tha t Anderson d id , in fa c t, learn from an encyclopedia the rudiments of 

cu tting  in m e ta l. As was true fo r other representative arts at the end o f the 

eighteenth century, an app ie ;.lice  system for engravers sim ply d id not exist in
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New Y ork . Anderson solved the problem by means o f a published reference work 

that offered the basic techniques and the elements o f a theory o f a rt as w e ll as 

illustra tions o f those techniques in the form o f engraved plates. Furthermore, the 

account o f engraving in  Chambers' Cyclopedia included a description o f a method 

of transferring a previous work onto the waxed p la te , thus obv ia ting  the need for 

drawing sk ills . The a rtis t could simply copy.

To acquire the techniques of the ir a rt, Am erican engravers found a

method tha t would prove more successful than fo r the other arts. But the use of an 

encyclopedia also presented obvious d if f ic u lt ie s . Im ita tion , on a lim ited  scale, 

was possible by fo llo w in g  the printed d irections and observing ava ilab le  prin ts.

But authors like  Chambers did not deal w ith  the question o f c re a tiv ity , did not 

show the reader how to pass from dull im ita tion  to an im aginative  c rea tion . None­

theless, the rudiments o f the c ra ft could be acquired in this way, a c ra ft soon to  be 

in great demand by publishers o f illustra ted  books. The development of creative 

sensib ilities was another m atter.

A t the age o f fourteen, Anderson was apprenticed to Dr. Joseph Young

of New York C ity . The decision fo r a medical career apparently was made by his

father, concerned that his son have a respectable position tha t held the potentia l 

for an adequate income.14 Engraving was not an established trade in the c ity ,  and 

the occupation hardly held prospects for economic security . Entries in Anderson's 

D iary for the period of his apprenticeship reveal a busy existence and g ive a rather 

deta iled  account o f the medical curriculum  a t Colum bia. But he also found time to 

work w ith  engravings, as w e ll as to study and draw from anatom ical plates in his 

medical books.15

Anderson's D iary begins on January 1, 1793 and a t tha t time he had 

a lready begun to engrave on copper.10 During the month he was employed by three 

New York publishers: T. Swords, Hugh Gaines, and W illia m  D u re ll. A lthough 

on ly seventeen years o ld , his reputation had a lready been established at ieast one 

year ea rlie r when he contributed seven plates to D ure ii's  pub lica tion  of The 

Whole Genuine and Complete Works or Fiavius Josephus . . .  By C c^ige  Henry
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M aynard, LL. D . (Cat. 428).* Frederick M . Burr, one o f Anderson's n in e teen th - 

century biographers, believed this volume to be "the most im portant illus tra ted  

work tha t had yet been published in New Y o rk ."17 The book also evidences that, 

despite the source of his tra in ing , Anderson had su ffic ien t s k ill w h ile  s t i l l  an 

adolescent to  market his work in com petition w ith  the few other engravers o f the 

c ity .  O n ly  two o f these workmen, Cornelius Tiebout and Amos D o o litt le , con­

tribu ted more plates to the Josephus than d id the young medical appren tice .

Anderson did not restric t his reading to sc ie n tific  treatises. He "read 

in [ th e ]  Encyclopedia on the A rts , " 18 as w e ll as Hogarth, Lewis' Commerce of 

the A rts ,1-' and the Handmaid to the A rts .33 From these sources he learned 

techniques in add ition  to tha t o f line  engraving. A long  w ith  his mention o f read­

ing in the Handmaid to the Arts the D iary contains the fo llo w in g  notation:

This morning I polish'd a small copperplate and etch 'd  i t  . . . . A t 
noon 1 put the A qua-fo rtis  on the l i t t le  p late . . . .  I prepar'd some 
points fo r e tch ing .21

A t the same time that Anderson began etch ing, he read in the Hand­

maid, and it  is apparent that this was another published source from w hich he 

learned. The preface o f the Handmaid was d irected a t w ou ld-be craftsmen such 

as Anderson, assuring them that the text could instruct even a novice:

Engraving, w ith  a view  to the production of prints, is the subject 
o f the next part; and was very essential to the design o f this work: 
and i t  is hoped, that what is here offered on this head w il l  not be 
less useful to the pub lic  than acceptable to those who cu ltiva te  
the art; as i t  may not on ly  enable many, who m ight attem pt en­
graving, i f  they were net debarred from proceeding by want of such 
a id , to in it ia te  themselves in to  the rudiments; but even assist those 
who are a lready advanced to some degree of a b il ity ,  in the

• ^ * 3 2practice  or i t .

The author promised both the rudiments o f the subject and a measure of advanced 

tra in ing . A means o f learning the a rt o f engraving was offered to those who, 

through the lack of an apprentice system or some other d is a b ility , would otherwise 

be unable to learn the c ra ft. Anderson accepted the in v ita tio n .

*  Catalog numbers fo llo w in g  titles  refer to the Catalog o f Published Works 
included as the Appendix o f this thesis.
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The instructions contained in the Handmaid were very spec ific  both fo r 

e tch ing and for other p rin tm aking techniques. We know tha t Anderson read them 

and tha t he began to make etchings a t the same tim e. He was g iven precise 

d irections:

The p la te  being w e ll polished and burnished, according to the 
d irections given p . 47, as also cleansed from a ll greasiness by cha lk 
or Spanish w h ite , put i t  upon a chafing  dish, in w h ich  there is a 
moderate fire  . . . . Then take up some of the soft varnish [formula 
previously g iven ], w e ll w rapt up in ta ffe ty , tha t is free from a ll 
grease and d ir t ,  as also strong and sound in every part . . . and rub 
the p la te , f ix t  as described over the f ire  . . . . A fte r this, w ith  a 
sort of ba ll made o f cotton tied up in ta ffe ty , beat every part o f the 
p la te  gen tly , w h ile  the varnish be ye t in a f lu id  state . . . .  When 
the p late is thus un ifo rm ly and th in ly  covered w ith  the varnish, i t  
must be blackened by a p iece o f flam beau.23

The aquafortis used fo r the soft varnish is sp ir it o f n itre , such as is 
used by the refiners; and w hich  may be best prepared in the fo llo w in g  
manner. [M in u te  instructions fo llo w , w ith  a formula requiring 
tw en ty -fou r pounds o f salt peter, tw e lve  pounds o f v it r io l (sulphuric 
a c id ), and one ga llon  o f w a te r. ] 24:

Take soft sealing wax, such as is used fo r the putting  seals o f o ffice  
to w rits , grants, & c. (w hether i t  be colored or not is not m a te r ia l); 
and soften i t  a t a fire  . . . .  Having thus prepared the w ax, lay  
the plate on a tab le , or any other f la t  surface where i t  may be du ly  
le ve l: and raise upon the edge o f i t ,  where there is noth ing engraved, 
a small border o f the wax o f about an inch high in the resemblance 
o f a l i t t le  w a ll or rampart; and carry i t  round the p la te , in such a 
manner, tha t, the aquafortis being poured w ith in , i t  may be detained 
upon the p la te ; and prevented from spreading or running o ff a t any

, 3 6part.

When i t  has appeared, tha t the aquafortis has fo r some time acted 
w ith  v igour on the strong touches, and that i t  begins to take e ffec t 
on the tender parts, i t  should be suffered to  corrode on ly a very l i t t le  
more: and it  may be easily exam ined, i f  the aquafortis has done its 
o ffice , by laying bare a proper part, by a piece of coal .2s

A dd itiona l D iary entries during the month o f A p r il,  1793, appearing 

shortly a fte r Anderson's reading o f the Handmaid, strongly suggest tha t these were 

his firs t experiments in .e tch in g . This fu rthe r points to the Handmaid o f the A rfs
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as the major source o f his educa tion . There were experiments, d issatisfaction, and 

f in a lly  results:

This morning, burnish'd the Plate, took a w a lk along the Docks to  get 
some p itch , I found a l i t t le  and having melted i t  w ith  my varnish, 
la id  a coat on the Plate being not satisfied w ith  this I la id  on a new 
one, and find  some flaws in th is , a t noon, coated i t  the th ird  time - -  
having got the design mark'd on began to etch i t . 27

I app ly  the A qu a -fo rtis  to my p la te  and w atch 'd  i t  w ith  anxious 
a tten tion  ' t i l l  I thought i t  had done its o ffic e , c lean 'd  i t  o ff, and 
took i t  to Burgis to  get an impression.28

Etchings are discussed throughout the D iary, but the sense o f experimen­

ta tion  ?s lack ing  in  these la ter entries. Anderson firs t learned the technique in  

A p r il,  1793 from a printed European source.

One fu rther technique remained which Anderson was to acqu ire . By m id - 

1793 he had learned the a rt o f line  engraving and etch ing  through printed sources. 

But wood engraving, the technique tha t he was to introduce to  Am erica and w h ich  

was to establish his career, had yet to be mastered. He was ce rta in ly  fa m ilia r 

w ith  the re lie f process invo lved , having a lready made re lie f cuts in typemetal 

which were locked in to  the chase along w ith  the assembled type.29 Lossing states 

that ea rly  in 1794 Anderson saw a sketch o f the life  and works o f Thomas Bewick 

(1753-1828), together w ith  illus tra tions o f birds and quadrupeds by that English 

engraver. It was a t this tim e, Lossing continues, that the Am erican discovered 

the possib ilities of boxwood.30 O the r historians of American wood engraving 

have genera lly  accepted this account o f Anderson's development as an engraver.

But i t  is apparent tha t Anderson was fa m ilia r w ith  boxwood as a su it­

able m ateria l fo r p rin ting  a t an e a rlie r date . In his D iary fo r June 25, 1793 he 

wrote: "A t noon, spoke to  a Turner to prepare me a b lock c r Boxwood fo r a 

Tobacco stamp, which I engaged to cu t fo r two Negroes, price 1 2 / . " 31 A lthough 

the stamp was on ly  a b lock  w ith  re lie f letters for the marking o f tobacco packages, 

the m aterial used was specified to be boxwood, the wood best suited fo r engraving. 

By June o f 1793 i t  is c lea r that Anderson both knew of the m ateria l and was able
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to procure blocks suitable fo r cu ttin g . An entry o f two days la te r is most 

important:

A t  noon, M r. Campbell having sent for me, I went to his shop, and 
agreed to cu t about 100 Geom etrical Figures, on wood, a t 1/each 
- -  exclusive o f procuring the wood. C a ll'd  a t Ruthven's to  enquire 
about Box-wood.38

The figures carved were probably quite  simple but they were worked on wood, 

which was again specified to be box. An add itiona l entry suggests that Anderson 

was embarking upon what was fo r him a new process: "M y fingers sore and cu t 

w ith  working at the wood engraving, " he noted on June 29th .33 This is the firs t 

mention in the D iary o f d if f ic u lty  w ith  any type o f cu ttin g . His hands were con­

d itioned to the work o f cu tting  typemetal for re lie f p rin ting , and there is no 

ind ica tion  that the use of the graver on copper caused him any considerable prob­

lems. Now his hands were in ju red, and for this he blamed his w orking on wood. 

During the same period in w hich he learned the technique o f e tch ing from the 

Handmaid, Anderson experienced physical hardship to  learn an add itiona l tech­

n ique. He began cu tting  on wood in  June, 1793. What was his source?

The earlies t recorded examination of Bewick's work by Anderson 

occurred one year a fte r the American began his tr ia l cuts on wood. On June 6, 

1794 he agreed to do the cuts from Bewick's The Looking-G lass fo r the M ind 

(C a t. 5 4 ), on typem etal, fo r the publisher W illia m  D u re ll.34 Three days la te r he 

made a s ig n ifican t entry in his D iary: "F inish'd the 2 o f D ure ll's  cuts - -  bought 

two small pieces of box-wood and engrav'd a t a i l - p iece on one o f them for an 

experiment - -  cost 6 d . " 36 It seems somewhat strange that Anderson should speak 

of an "experim ent" on boxwood, when he had used the material w ith in  the past 

year to engrave one hundred small cuts.

Anderson was unaware of Bewick's most famous w ork, the History of 

Quadrupeds (London, 1785), fo r s t i l l  another year. In August, 1795 he noted 

in his D iary: "M r. Loudon c a ll 'd  on me —  inform 'd me o f a H istory o f Quadru­

peds w ith  elegant wooden cuts by Bewick at W ayland's. I went to  p rice  and 

examine i t . " ° e From this i t  is c lear that the two works by Bewick that have been
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thought to be the source of Anderson's instruction were not in fa c t seen by him 

u n til a fte r he had begun to  work w ith  boxwood. He d id , however, attempt 

fu rther experiments a fte r seeing the Looking-G lass. These works must have shown 

something that he d id not a lready know.

One part of the explanation must lie  w ith  a source w ith  which Ander­

son was a lready fam ilia r: contemporary encyclopedias. As noted above,

Anderson did read about the various arts in these works, and from them he had 

learned the rudiments o f engraving. In his readings, he could not fa i l to find  

suggestions for fu rther instruction . Lossing specified that Anderson read in 

Chambers' C ycloped ia . The entry fo r engraving includes the fo llo w in g :

Engraving is d iv ided in to  several branches, according to  the matter 
i t  is p racticed on, and the manner o f performing i t .  The o rig ina l 
way o f engraving on wood is now distinguished by the name of 
cu tting  on wood; That on metals w ith  aqua fo rtis , is ca lled  e tching 
T T T . I e T a j r n N G  in Wood, ETCHING, M E Z Z O T IN T O , & c .37

The entry fo r "CUTTING  in  W ood" is contained w ith in  the same volume, 

and i t  is probable that the young student turned to  this section during his p rev i­

ously documented exam ination o f the encyclopedia . The entry reads:

It is used for various purposes, as, fo r in it ia l or figured le tte rs, head 
and ta il-p ie ces  o f books; and even fo r schemes and other figures, to 
save the expense o f engraving on copper . . . .  The a rt of cu tting  
in wood was ce rta in ly  carried to a very great p itch  about 150 years 
ago; and m ight even v ie , fo r beauty and justness, w ith  that o f en­
graving in copper: a t present i t  is in a low cond ition , as having been 
long neglected, and the app lica tion  of artists w h o lly  employed on 
copper, as the more easy and promising province: not but tha t wooden 
cuts have the advantage o f those in copper on many accounts; ch ie fly  
for figures and devises in books; as being prin ted at the same time, 
and in the seme press as the letters: whereas for the other, there is 
required a pa rticu la r impression.38

For an eighteen year old young man hoping to find  economic success 

through the practice  o f engraving, such advice  would appear almost irres is tab le . 

Wood cu tting  was pa rticu la rly  suited fo r "head and ta il-p ie ces  o f books;" Ander­

son's customers were p rim arily  publishers. As c further incen tive , the use of 

re lie f-e ng  raved wood blocks permitted the illustra tions and tex t to be "printed at
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the same tim e " thereby reducing costs. M oreover, wood was sp e c ifica lly  recom­

mended "to  save the expense of engraving on copper." As a student o f engraving 

who read the references o f his day, Anderson must have been led to this entry; 

the inducements to learn the less expensive technique, o f p a rticu la r value to 

book printers, must have been com pelling.

Contemporary works not only pointed out advantages inherent iri the

technique o f wood cu tting , they also offered instruction:

The cutters in wood begin w ith  preparing a plank or b lock , o f the 
size and thickness required, and very even and smooth on the side 
to be cu t: they usually take pear-tree , or box; though the la tte r 
is the best, as being the closest, and least liab le  to be worm -eaten.
On this b lock  they draw th e ir design w ith  a pen, or pen c il, just as 
they would have i t  p rin ted . Those who cannot draw the ir own 
design, as many there cannot, make use o f the design furnished 
them by another; fastening i t  upon the b lock w ith  paste made of 
flow er and water, w ith  a l i t t le  vinegar; the strokes or lines turned 
toward the wood. When the paper is dry, they wash it  gen tly  over 
w ith  a sponge dipped in water; w hich done, they take o ff the paper 
by l i t t le  and l i t t le ,  s t i l l  rubbing i t  a l i t t le  firs t, w ith  the t ip  o f the 
finger; t i l l  a t length there be nothing le ft on the b lock , but the 
strokes of ink tha t form the design, w hich mark out so much o f the 
b lock as is to be spared, or le ft standing.
The rest they cut o ff, and take away very curiously w ith  the points 
of very sharp knives, or l i t t le  chisseis, or gravers, according to 
the bigness or d e licacy  of the work; for they need no other 
instruments .39

In this way Anderson had access to complete d irections w hich included 

the type of wood that would o ffe r the finest g ra in, as w e ll as instructions for 

"those who cannot d raw ." These would o ffe r encouraging opportunities to a 

young man w ithout access to formal tra in ing , who wished to develop as an 

engraver. And such directions were not lim ited  to Ephraim Chambers' Cyc loped ia . 

W illia m  H all's  New Royal Encyclopedia (London, 1791 ) contained s im ila r in fo r­

mation tha t would aid a beginning student o f engraving. This la tte r work also 

offered add itiona l adv ice . It was emphasized that in using boxwood, cu tting  

was to be aone on the end g ra in . This procedure resulis in fine r lines, and an 

engraver perhaps would hove discovered this himself; but the technique was
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described in p rin t, read ily  ava ilab le  fo r use. A  fu rthe r economic ince n tive  was 

also included by H a ll: "The tools used in  perform ing this kind o f engraving are 

very simple: a kn ife , two or three small gouges, a scorper and graver, are a ll 

tha t are necessary."4:0

Anderson was em ploying basic wood cu ttin g  techniques as ea rly  as 

1793, one year before he had seen any work by Bew ick. As w ith  other processes, 

in form ation concerning this form of engraving was re a d ily  a va ila b le , and Ander­

son made early , pa in fu l attempts w ith  the medium. But i f  i t  is established that 

he was working w ith  wood blocks by this date , the question remains concerning 

his "experim enting" im m ediately a fte r seeing Bewick's cuts fo r the Looking - Glass 

one year la te r. A  consideration o f the two vary ing  techniques invo lved w ith  the 

wood b lock  suggests the answer.

In the passage quoted from Chambers on the cu tting  in  wood, the proc­

ess described was the trad itiona l p ractice  of cu tting  away a ll but the b lack  lines 

that constitu te the design, " t i l l  at length there be noth ing le ft  on the b lo ck , but 

the strokes o f ink  tha t form the design, w hich mark out so much of the b lock  to 

be spared, or le ft s tand ing." When prin ted , the cu t b lock would reproduce a 

line  d raw ing. This is the method used since the time of A lb rech t Durer (1471- 

1528).

The wood cuts in  Bewick's Looking-G lass do not re fle c t this approach 

to the b lock , and a very s ign ifican t image is the resu lt. The image is constructed 

from what w il l not be p rin ted . The figures are defined by the incised lines that 

rece ive no ink , w h ile  the printed surface serves as a b la ck  background to the 

w h ite  lines. As in m ezzo tin t, the a rtis t works from b lack  to w h ite , separating 

the image from the b lack  in k . The process is known as "w h ite  l in e "  and isspoken 

o f as wood engraving to d istinguish i t  from the wood cu t. It is not an in ta g iio  

process, a lthough the design is engraved in to  the surface. The system has several 

advantages. The use o f cross-hatching for tonal areas was a laborious process in 

the wood cut technique, since the interstices formed by the pa ra lle l and perpen­

d icu la r lines had to be separately removed. In Bewick's wood engraving, on the
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other hand, the w h ite  lines can intersect fre e ly , leaving small areas o f b lack  

surrounded by q u ic k ly -c u t negative boundaries. Fine printed (b la c k )  lines in 

a wood cu t were necessarily o f lim ited  strength and were subject to  damage in  the 

press; in  wood engraving, fine  lines (w h ite )  offered no such d if f ic u lt ie s , a llo w ­

ing the rendition  o f minute de ta il w ith  comparative ease.

Beyond differences in d u ra b ility  and method o f execution, the greatest 

d iffe rence between cu tting  and engraving on wood is the range o f visual effects 

which can be ach ieved . Wood cu tting  is essentia lly a linear technique; wood 

engraving uses the w h ite  line  to achieve tonal e ffects. S tarting from solid b lack , 

the craftsman cuts w h ite  lines o f varying d e lica cy  and w id th  to  ligh ten  entire  

areas, bu ild ing  his design w ith  grey and w h ite  tona lities  rather than b lack lines.

A lthough Anderson was fa m ilia r w ith  the technique o f the wood cu t, 

the tones achieved by Bewick on boxwood were com plete ly new to  him when the 

Looking-G lass came to his a tten tion  in 1794. It was doubtless this new tonal 

e ffe c t on wood tha t lead to Anderson's "experim enta tion ." From published 

sources he acquired the knowledge and sk ills  required to  produce prints from wood 

blocks. From these encyclopedias the advantages o f re lie f engraving, pa rticu ­

la r ly  in regard to the illus tra tion  o f books, were also set before h im . One year 

la te r, a fte r seeing the w h ite - lin e  tonal effects o f Bewick, he attempted to  use 

his previously acquired sk ills  to  achieve results s im ila r to those of the English 

craftsman. There were, then, two sources fo r his wood engraving, one provid ing  

basic sk ills  and the other suggesting s ty le . Both sources were in published and 

read iiy  ava iiab ie  books.

In his ea rly  years, Anderson had experiences s im ila r to  other aspiring 

artists in A m erica . He was of modest means and received l i t t le  encouragement 

to pursue an a rtis tic  career. Yet unique advantages, in the form of o rig ina l works 

and deta iled  d irections, were offered to  beginning engravers. It is from these 

English sources tha t the career o f A lexander Anderson began.
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Chapter II 

M a tu rity  and Decline

During the last decade of the eighteenth century, Anderson's primary 

occupation was as a medical student, then as a physic ian . He was licensed to 

practice m edicine in the C ity  o f New York in 1795 and received his medical 

degree from Columbia the fo llo w in g  year. Engraving was his primary pleasure, 

but not his vocation or means o f fin an c ia l support. Even when m edicine was his 

live liho o d , his interests were c le a rly  elsewhere. W h ile  s t i l l  a m edical appren­

tice  he noted in his D iary: "I fee l rather a t a loss w ithou t e ng rav ing ."1 Later 

success as a doctor fa ile d  to a lte r his ou tlook. During the ye llo w -fe v e r epidemic 

o f 1795 he was appointed as custodian of Bellevue Hospital, a s ig n ifica n t position 

for the new ly-licensed physic ian. But neither .the responsibilities nor the salary 

of twenty sh illings a day retained his interest: "1 cannot help looking back to my 

Engraving Table and th ink ing  i t  a f i t te r  station for m e ."2 During his tenure a t 

Bellevue he refused a permanent appointment as Physician to  the Dispensary a t a 

salary of two hundred pounds. He believed engraving to be a preferable career.3

During this period of v a c illa t io n  between two careers, much of the

engraving Anderson produced was o f an experim ental nature . His development o f

d iffe ren t techniques and early experim entation a fte r the sty le  of Thomas Bewick

were discussed in the previous chapter. This pattern continued once the basic

methods were learned. His D iary contains the fo llo w in g  entry for 1797:

I have now but l i t t le  business of the medical kind to a ttend, and have 
therefore devoted some o f my time to engraving. This la tte r kind of 
employment has not as ye t y ie lded any p ro fit, fo r I have on ly  been 
making experiments and p ra c tic in g . The beautifu l specimens of

-  1 9 -
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Bewick's works have been the means o f stim u la ting  me to  improve 
in the a rt o f Engraving on wood.4

His work in wood a fte r Bewick led to fu rthe r attempts to rea lize  the

lim its and possib ilities o f that medium. U n like  most other materials used for

engraving, wood is h igh ly  susceptible to  damage from the weather. Months o f

work can be lost by the sp littin g  or cracking o f a b lock  from hum id ity , and the

tensile strength o f the b lock  itse lf imposes lim ita tions on the size o f the prin ts.

These lim ita tions came to be recognized by Anderson w h ile  w orking on a large

wood engraving o f a skeleton he had copied from an ed ition  o f A lb inu s1

m edic ine. The b lock  was four fee t by tw o,5 monumental fo r the medium, and i t

cracked under the extremes of the New York w in te r weather.6 Repairs were

made, and in his account o f p u llin g  prints from i t ,  Anderson le ft  a deta iled

description of his work:

I fin ish 'd  my w e ighty jobb of engraving the ske le ton, a t last, and 
must now set myself to work to  p rin t i t .  M y  method o f doing i t  is 
this — The p la te  is la id  on a tab le  in the garret — the paper prop­
e rly  moisten'd is applied over i t ,  and on tha t some loose papers; 
over a l l ,  a level board covered w ith  flanne l is p lac 'd  and a strong 
pressure app lied to i t  by means o f a lever — the board is then 
removed and a ll the papers except one w hich covers the printed 
sheet — this is rubbed w ith  a smooth piece o f boxwood, and the 
business is done.7

This ambitious pro ject was soon ended; unable to sustain the repeated pressure of 

p rin ting , the huge b lock  was irreparab ly broken.8

Anderson continued to work in several media, using e tch ing , engrav­

ing, and wood engraving for a va rie ty  o f pub lica tions. A fte r the American 

Revolution, illustra ted  works were being produced in even greater numbers, and 

the work o f the physic ian-engraver from New York appeared in publications 

issued in New York, New Haven, Philadelphia, and Baltim ore. His reputation 

was gradually increasing, and his engravings appeared in over th ir ty - f iv e  volumes 

before the turn o f the centu ry . Yet s t il l he remained a physician, anxious for 

f in anc ia l success and medical know ledge. Indeed, so acute was his curios ity  in 

the f ie ld  of m edicine that he even assisted a grave-robber in obta in ing an in fant
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cadaver fo r anatom ical study.9 He was a conscientious physician; but the desire

to work in  the arts remained unchecked. He confided in his D iary that

the thoughts o f Engraving have occupied my mind today; I could 
not help looking  back to the pleasures o f tha t a rt, lik e  the 
Israelites to the flesh-pots o f Egypt. I had even resolv'd to 
indulge myself now and then in  engraving on wood, and cut 
several patterns for tools w hich I propos'd to  have made, but 
the dread o f being "unstable as w a te r" deterred me, and I la id  
by the patterns.10

A  large market fo r Anderson's work did not ye t exist, and economic 

insecurity posed a constant threat fo r the young a rtis t. His marriage to  Nancy 

V an V le ck  in 1797 gave him an add itiona l incentive  to avoid being as "unstable 

as w a te r," and in an attem pt to secure funds that would perm it an engraving 

career, he opened his "L il lip u t ia n  Book Store" in  August o f the same year. In 

less than two months the business had fa ile d , though the loss was kept to th ir ty  

pounds -11

The year 1798 was of major importance in  Anderson's l i fe .  He 

fathered a son and soon found himself in  serious fin anc ia l d if f ic u l ty .  He com­

plained in his D iary that he was " re a lly  distress'd fo r want o f money and every 

endeavor to procure i t  seems v a in ."  18 W ith in  a month, one o f the great 

ye llo w -fe ve r epidemics struck New York, bringing tragedy to physician and 

patien t a lik e . Before the fever passed, Anderson had lost both parents, his w ife  

and c h ild , brother, m o the r-in -la w , and s is te r- in - la w . A t this tim e, Anderson 

again held a position a t Bellevue, and during this period o f suffering and personal 

loss considered abandoning the medical profession.13 He thought again o f 

engraving, firs t discussing its business possibilities w ith  the New York engraver 

Cornelius T iebout.14

C lea rly  Anderson had not found m edicine to be a com plete ly satis­

fy ing  career, and his knowledge had fa iled  to save his immediate fa m ily . As 

the autumn cold re lieved the fever epidem ic, he noted in  his D iary: "Before 

breakfast I took a w a lk  to the landing — a ll the way debating on the old subject 

of engrav ing ."1^ In early  November he abandoned the medical profession, and

Reproduced with permission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without permission.



- 2 2 -

w ith in  a week began another large anatom ical engraving on wood.16 Yet even 

w ith  his medical career and fam ily  loss behind him, his new vocation could 

cause add itiona l pain: "The Box-wood plank w hich 1 have had prepared fo r my 

engraving begins to shrink, and every crack goes to my hea rt."17

Anderson's career as a physician was over, but his prospects as a pro­

fessional engraver were not especia lly b rig h t. A lthough he was already fa m ilia r 

w ith  the basic techniques, his work had ye t to  produce any p ro fit.  And he had 

a lready developed a sense of his own lim ita tio n s . In Ju ly  o f 1798 he confided 

in his D iary: "I gave up the idea of being a great des igner."18 As his a rtis tic  

career was beginn ing, Anderson was on the verge o f financ ia l disaster and had 

recently  undergone considerable personal tragedy. He had few aspirations as a 

designer, seeking on ly the personal satisfactions of working d ire c tly  on the b lock 

and o f producing prints that could contribu te  to the education o f his countrymen. 

He devoted his l ife  to the c ra ft o f engraving, rather than to the art o f design.

His a rtis try  was in reprsducing v isua lly  the ideas of others and in  developing a 

medium that perm itted the ir widespread d is trib u tio n . He was a craftsman in the 

romantic age, fa m ilia r w ith  his materials, fu l l o f a trag ic  sense of loss, and. 

resigned to the im ita tion  o f others fo r most of his designs.

The habits and tendencies o f Anderson's early  career continued w e ll 

in to  the nineteenth century, w ith  Bewick's work persisting as his model fo r the 

next seventy years. His early  work w ith  the wood b lock  had provided a measure 

of success, and Anderson was an a rtis t dependent upon commissions. C losely 

adhering to the formula of his early successes, his work maintained a remarkable 

consistency throughout his life tim e . The wood engraving was Anderson's co n tri­

bution to American illu s tra tio n , a medium w ith  w hich he had experimented as 

an inqu is itive  student and depended upon as a professional a rtis t, it  assured his 

success, as w e ll as his publishers', and he continued w ith  the technique through­

out his career.

F inancia l worries also plagued Anderson throughout his life t im e . 

A lthough his developments in wood engraving g radua lly  createa a considerable
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demand fo r his w ork, he never rea lized the economic s ta b ility  that he wanted. 

Because o f "disappointments in money a ffa irs ,"  he expressed a pa rticu la r need 

for funds to the p rin te r John Babcock in 1803.19 T h irty -fou r years la te r, he 

blamed the "speculating m ania" fo r the lack o f business and funds in a le tte r to 

his daughter.20 The death o f the popular w rite r and c r it ic  A .  J . Downing in  the 

explosion of the Henry C lay in 1852 brought another worry; again w ritin g  to  his 

daughter he lamented: "I have been the loser by the death o f M r. Downing, as 

he threw a good deal o f business my w a y ."21 Anderson's work was to appear in  

hundreds o f n ineteenth-century im prints, but constant work and fru g a lity  fa iled  

to  result in financ ia l security .

Anderson had developed a sound, e ffec tive  basis fo r the mass produc­

tion  o f illus tra tions, assuring publishers o f a uniform q u a lity  o f w ork. But this 

consistency was also symptomatic o f his u ltim ate  dec line . New tastes appeared; 

the most popular illus tra ted  works in the second quarter o f the n ineteenth century 

were the American L iterary Annuals and G if t  Books. One historian of these 

publications has noted tha t they were id e a lly  suited to an aspiring m iddle-class; 

they had emotional rather than in te lle c tu a l appeal, and were handsome and 

costly as w e ll as a rtis tic  and re fined . M oreover, they met the popular demand 

• fo r cu ltu re , and were a showplace fo r the support of American a r t.  But the taste 

o f the period required the m e ta llic  sheen o f steel plates, which was not a product 

o f the Bewickian wood-engraving technique. Wood illus tra tions are uncommon 

in these works:

In g ir t books the luxurious metal engravings preva iled , and wood cuts 
and wood engravings were used when the paper was too coarse to  take 
metal impressions — in juven ile  volumes, almanacs, or the iik e .23

Steel engraving ( ‘'e legan t" and "h ig h ly  fin ished" say the t it ie  pages 
and advertisements) ruled supreme in keepsakes and a ift-books; wood 
engravings and lithography must have seemed too common for such 
genteel pub lica tions,‘s4r

In the illus tra ted  magazines of the same period, a s im ila r preference 

for copper and steel engravings p reva iled . Wood engraving did receive some 

representation, but often in juven ile  magazines, or fo r the u tilita r ia n  rather
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than a rtis tic  illus tra tions o f the major magazines. Copper p la te  and steel 

engravings were the favored media fo r the embellishment o f the illus tra ted
2 5magazines.

This new preference d id not co inc ide  w ith  Anderson's technique, and 

he proved unable to  adapt to i t  or to accept the re igning position o f the new 

s ty le . In a le tte r w ritten  to his daughter in 1864 he observed: "Some Volumes 

of Harper's M agazine have en te rta in 'd  me a good dea l, o f la te , p a rtic u la r ly  the 

elegant cuts, some o f the matter rather wishywashy to my taste ."2s The great 

period of Am erican wood illus tra tion  was soon to end, and w ith  i t  the career o f 

the medium's founder.

For the rest of his l i fe ,  Anderson continued to work in the technique 

he had developed. But old age and changing times g radua lly  extracted th e ir due. 

S till working a t age e igh ty-one, he complained in a le tte r to his daughter tha t 

"I am getting  old and rather du ll from want o f my favo rite  employment — just 

now there is a com pla int that there is l i t t le  to do among the [w o o d ] engravers.27 

Anderson died on January 17, 1870, n in e ty -fo u r years of age and s t i l l  w orking 

at his c ra ft. Three years before his death, w ith  the popular taste he had helped 

to develop now adopting other styles, and w ith  his years w eigh ing heav ily , 

he wrote:

O ld  Ossian was righ t when he exc la im 'd  "Age is dark & u n lo ve ly " 
but he was not the firs t to announce the fa c t, nor the last to feel 
the truth o f the expression.28
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Chapter 111

Wood Engraving in  the N ineteenth Century

For the United States, the firs t ha lf o f the nineteenth century was a

period of economic growth and rising expectations, a time of optim istic  fa ith  in

both present and fu tu re . The Federalist party had disappeared, fo llow ed by the

expansive age o f Jacksonian dem ocracy. The m iddle class was predominant,

its ega lita rian  tendencies a ffec ting  most institutions o f American l i fe .  This

nineteenth-century optimism, along w ith  ideals o f social e qu a lity , extended in to

the schoolhouse, causing A lex is  de Tocqueville to comment on the pervasiveness

of a m idd ling education:

It is not on ly the fortunes o f men tha t are equal in Am erica; even 
the ir acquirements partake in some degree o f the same un ifo rm ity .
I do not be lieve  that there is a country in the world where, in pro­
portion to the popu la tion , there are so few ignorant and a t the same 
time so few learned ind iv idua ls . Primary instruction is w ith in  the 
reach of everybody; superior instruction is scarcely to  be obtained 
by any . . . .

It cannot be doubted that in the United States instruction of 
the people pow erfu lly  contributes to the support of the democratic 
repub lic ; and such must always be the case, I be lieve , where the 
instruction which enlightens the understanding is not separated 
from the moral education which amends the h e a rt.1

Education was a fundamental tenet in the catechism o f democracy. In 

1846 the Massachusetts educator Horace Mann wrote:

I be lieve  in the existence of a great, im m ortal, immutable 
p rinc ip le  o f natural law  . . .  a p rinc ip le  of d iv ine  o rig in , c le a rly  
leg ib le  in the ways o f Providence as those ways are manifested in 
the order o f nature and the history o f the race, which provides the 
absolute righ t to an education o f every human being that comes 
in to  the w crld  . 2
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The U nited States was entering an era o f rapid economic expansion, 

w ith  both the prospects fo r increasing w ealth and growing evidence fo r the 

rewards o f industry and labor. In the same report, Mann stated what he believed 

to be the source o f Am erica's bounty:

One copious, exhaustless founta in  supplies a ll this abundance.
It  is education — the in te lle c tu a l, moral, and re lig ious education 
of the people. Having no other mines to w ork, Massachusetts has 
mined in to  the human in te lle c t; and, from its lim itless resources, 
she has won more sustaining and enduring prosperity and happiness 
than i f  she had been founded on a s tra tifica tio n  o f gold and s ilve r

3

The nineteenth century's optim istic fa ith  in  education and the improve­

ment o f men co incided w ith  the fu ll development o f wood engraving, a technique 

which allowed for inexpensive, qua lity  reproduction o f illustra ted  books. The 

prints produced gave visual representation to the ideals to be taught, w h ile  the 

beliefs in the value o f wide-spread education insured a market fo r engraved 

m ateria l. Thus the two developments, popular education and wood engraving, 

could be m utua lly re in fo rc ing , re fle c ting  the philosophy of the age and con trib ­

uting to its d iffus ion . For most men of the period, there was l i t t le  doubt that 

graphics made important contributions to society as a w ho le . In an 1893 b iog­

raphy of Anderson, Frederick M . Burr wrote:

A  distinguished author has said that illus tra tion  stands second only to 
p rin ting  as a means of c iv il iz a t io n . We should therefore regard the 
men who place the beauties o f a rt w ith in  the reach o f the multitudes 
as most important factors in the improvement of the w orld .4

This a ttitude  was prevalent a t the beginning o f the nineteenth century 

as w e ll,  as seen in a work printed in London shortly a fte r the American Revolu­

tio n . Commenting on the visual arts, The A rtis t's  Repository and Drawing 

Magazine suggested tha t

of a ll the im ita tive  arts, pa in ting  itse lf not excepted, engraving is 
the most app licab le  to  general use, and the most resorted to form the 
necessities o f mankind. From its earliest in fancy, i t  has been called 
in , as an assistant in almost every branch o f knowledge; and has, in 
a very high degree, fa c ilita te d  the means of communicating our 
ideas.5
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During the firs t part o f the nineteenth century, the wood engraving 

would be an "assistant" to  the spread o f knowledge so revered in A m erica . As 

observed by Tocqueville , the education ava ilab le  was ne ither excep tio na lly  poor 

nor dec ided ly  superior; yet a lthough perhaps of mediocre q u a lity , i t  offered 

fa ir ly  spec ific  goals. N o t the least o f these was a proper moral foundation upon 

which a ll future a c t iv ity  could be based. In 1853 Charles Sanders published 

The School Reader: Second Book (C a t. 538), w h ich  contained tw enty illu s tra ­

tions by Anderson. In his preface he c le a rly  stated his purposes and the in ten t 

behind his tex t and wood engravings:

But, above and beyond a ll excellencies o f sty le , m atter and arrange­
ment, the moral in fluence o f the lessons has been s tead ily  considered; 
since, whatever else may form the superstructure, sounds [s ic "1 morals 
must ever be the foundation o f righ t e duca tion .6

This m ora listic a ttitude  was not restricted to pedagogues or theorists.

In a le tte r to his nephew and fe llo w  a rtis t, Washington A lls ton  wrote o f 11 . . . 

the great purpose of l i fe  — w hich is, by the cu ltiv a tio n  of the moral nature, to 

prepare . . . fo r a be tte r w o r ld .1,7 Public schools, works o f a rt, books, and 

illus tra tions, a ll shared in the same educational purpose. M o ra lity  was essential 

to the w e ll-b e in g  o f socie ty and the ind iv id ua l; i t  was the basis for a ll thought 

and ac tion , as w e ll as a desirable goal in its own r ig h t. This moral nature could 

be acquired and improved by means of ins truc tion . This presumed e th ica l basis of 

a rt extends back to  classical times, and throughout history crea tive  works have 

served instructive  as w e ll as aesthetic functions. During the age of the Common 

Man this trad ition  was linked to the free p rin ting  press, resulting in the mass pro­

duction o f books and illus tra tions . The m ora listic tra d ition  o f a rt was given a new 

means of dissem ination. Wood engraving, w ith  its potentia l fo r inexpensive repro­

ductions, was to have an im portant part in this developm ent.

*  *  *  *

H is to rica lly , the earliest printed efforts to spread knowledge were 

accompanied by woodcut illus tra tions . The p rin ting  press and moveable type were 

invented in the m id -fifte e n th  century, and by 1493 the Nurnberg C hronic ie
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included some 1,800 woodcuts. But the history is not one o f uninterrupted prog­

ress. W ith  M a rtin  Luther's declara tion  in 1517, p rin ting  and illu s tra tio n  were 

both seen as possible aids to heresy and insurrection as w e ll as to  true dogma. In 

Am erica, p rov inc ia l governors were rece iv ing  the fo llo w in g  instructions by 1686:

And forasmuch as great inconvenience may arise by the lib e rty  o f 
p rin ting  w ith in  our said te rr ito ry  under your government you are to 
provide by a ll necessary orders tha t no person keep any p rin tin g - 
press fo r p rin ting , nor tha t any book pamphlet or other matters 
whatsoever be printed w ithou t your especial leave and license firs t 
obtained .8

The o ff ic ia l connection between dissent and p rin ting  hastened the dec line  of the 

la tte r, and w ith  i t  the a rt o f woodcut illu s tra tio n .

Despite this handicap, working on the wood b lock continued on a 

lim ited  scale, but not un til the tim e of Thomas Bewick was the a rt o f wood 

engraving given serious a tte n tio n . This a rtis t made wood engraving in to  an 

im portant graphic medium, and i t  is on his style that Anderson's work is based. 

Two of the earliest books to  conta in illus tra tions by Bewick were M oral Instruc­

tions o f a Father to his Son (N ew castle : Thomas Saint, 1772) and The Youth's 

Instructor and Entertaining S to ry -T e lle r (N ew castle : Thomas Saint, 1774).

These title s  suggest that from its earliest use, wood engraving was associated 

w ith  education and the hope fo r the improvement of men. The young may be 

enterta ined, but they are also to be instructed.

Perhaps Bewick's most famous work is his General H istory o f Q uadru-

peds (N ew castle , 1790) w hich from its inception was intended both to serve

the scholarly  and to bring knowledge to the young. In a le tte r w ritten  to the

Society o f Arts before p ub lica tion , Bewick noted:

When the curious are served by the best impressions, a Second and 
in fe r io r Edition w il l  be done for the use o f youth a t Schools, w ith  
a view  more w id e ly  to diffuse a bette r Knowledge o f this Branch o f 
Natural H istory, and also to awaken in the contem plative mind an 
adm iration o f the wonderful works o f N a tu re .”

The book met w ith  considerable success and several editions appeared 

in qu ick  succession. In c. ie tre r w ritten  in  1805 Bewick re flected on inis success,
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w h ile  a t the same time ind ica tin g  his own intentions:

. . . but my p rinc ipa l ob jec t was (and s t il l is ) d irected to  the 
mental pleasure and improvement o f youth; to engage the ir 
a tten tion , to  d ire c t the ir steps a rig h t, and to lead them on t i l l  
they become enamoured of this innocent and de ligh tfu l pu rsu it."10

As the leading figure  in the development o f wood engraving, Bewick's 

concern w ith  moral and educational values becomes an im portant aspect o f his 

w ork. He app lied his a b ilit ie s  to illu s tra te  books w hich o f themselves had an 

e leva ting  purpose, and the pictures were intended to re in force the message o f 

the te x t. A lthough his n ineteenth-century audience was aware of his importance 

in establishing wood engraving as a means of inexpensive reproduction, Bewick's 

work was perhaps more appreciated fo r its potentia l contribu tion  to  moral im­

provement. Toward the end of the V ic to r ia n  era one o f his biographers noted:

And i t  is to be observed w ith  profound emphasis, tha t this reform­
ing tendency was not on ly in his a rt, but also most strongly in  the 
sentiment and teaching o f the subjects his pencil and graver 
dep ic ted. As a rev iver o f wood engraving he claims our a tten tion , 
but as a reformer and sa tirica l commentator on man's ways o f work­
ing he demands and retains our fu lle s t consideration. We learn 
from him how hollow  is the fame of the b a ttle fie ld  by the ch ildren 
astride the gravestones, and the old comrades greeting each other 
a fte r many days' separation.11

In 1838, two years a fte r his death, an historian o f wood engraving 

made a s im ila r assessment o f Bewick's work: " . . .  he fa ith fu lly  represents 

Nature, and at the same tim e conveys a moral v/hich gives add itiona l interest 

to  the ske tch ."12 This a ttitude  prevailed for much of the nineteenth century. 

A r t existed for a purpose, and the concept o f a rt fo r a rt's  sake was foreign to 

illustra tions of tha t e ra . The technique o f wood engraving was adm ired, and 

s k ill in drawing and w orking upon the b lock  were expected. But p ic to ria l 

a b il ity  alone was not enough; there was a rising generation to be properly 

instructed, to  be taught values as w e ll as facts. A rt was a partner in this 

reforming process, w ith  wood engraving expected to appeal to youth and "to  

d ire c t th e ir steps a r ig h t."  Bewick developed the engraving technique, and 

successfully applied i f  w ith in  his century's m ora lis tic  frame o i reference. A l­

though an innovator w ith  regard to  medium, he was very much c n rr.  of his own 

iim e.
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*  *  *  *

One o f Anderson's n ineteenth-century biographers considered him to 

be the "Bewick o f A m e rica ."13 As seen in Chapter I, Anderson was p rim arily  

responsible fo r the in troduction of wood engraving to A m erica . And like  his 

English model, Anderson applied this technique toward the moral and in te lle c ­

tual improvement o f his countrymen. He was praised as having "s k illfu lly  

practised among us the art o f Wood Engraving w hich plays so conspicuous a part 

in  modern c iv i l iz a t io n . "14 As in England, Americans of the nineteenth century 

viewed wood engraving as a s ign ifican t contribu tor to the progress o f human 

soc ie ty . The engraver's a rt was expected to be useful, to lead the young to a 

higher level o f thought and a c tion . Anderson's work fu lf i l le d  this requirement, 

assuring his success.

His era wanted d idac tic  illu s tra tio n , and Anderson's personality was 

such that his engravings would in e v ita b ly  satisfy the taste o f his age. His 

a ttitude  is suggested by a D iary entry o f 1797. When planning his i l l- fa te d  

bookstore, he thought i t  appropriate to have an advertising illu s tra tio n  to repre­

sent the nature of his shop. The sketch, w hich he specified to be o f his own 

design, he described as fo llows:

Several ch ildren are represented p lay ing  and two of them in the 
act o f qua rre lling  — the D evil is preparing to claw  them but is 
assailed by the spear o f M inerva who is a t the same time present­
ing a book to the ch ild re n .15

A lthough such an image lacks subtle ty , i t  does express c lea rly  the 

coincidence o f Anderson's philosophy w ith  tha t o f his tim e. The printed book 

is a safe defense against the evils o f this w orld , and fa ilu re  to empioy i t  w il l at 

the least result in young men beset w ith  tem ptations. Illustrated books, based 

on the model o f Bewick, were a sure avenue of improvement. The engravings 

provided by Anderson were conceived in moral terms, and accepted on that 

basis by authors and publishers.

* * *  *
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A sampling of n ineteenth-century writings suggests the importance

that was a ttribu ted  to visual m a teria l. Emma W illa rd  (1787-1870) was a noted

educator who, in  add ition  to founding in  1821 the Troy Female Seminary, was a

w rite r o f history and geography textbooks that were w id e ly  used by school

ch ildren and served in the tra in ing  o f hundreds of teachers. In the 1863 preface

to her Abridged History o f the United States (C a t. 676) she stated the goals of

her educational ideas:

We have, indeed, been desirous to cu ltiva te  the memory, the in te l­
le c t, and the taste. But much more anxious have we been to sow the 
seeds o f v irtu e , by showing the good in such am iable ligh ts , that the 
youthful heart shall k ind le  in to  desires o f im ita tio n . 16

As the illus tra to r fo r this volume, Anderson assisted in the sowing o f her "seeds

of v ir tu e ."  Mrs. W illa rd  believed that his labors were an im portant element of

her history:

The leading objects o f the author o f this work have been to g ive  the 
events o f history w ith  clearness and accuracy; w ith  such illustra tions 
o f time and place addressed to the eye, as shall secure th e ir reten­
tion in the memory . . .  . 17

Anderson's illustra tions are an aid in the efforts of the young to  re ta in  "thegood" 

w hich the book has to o ffe r. And the author has confidence in her chosen 

engraver, rea liz ing  the importance o f q u a lity  reproductions. In the preface she 

notes tha t her h istory has been improved by new illus tra tions; she "has not suf­

fered the important study o f our country's history to be run down in her hands" 

by the inclusion of "im perfect likenesses of the great and good, which dim inish 

reverence by destroying the m ind's ideal o f moral b ea u ty ."18 W ork o f poor 

q u a lity  would counteract her virtuous in tentions;.M rs. W illa rd 's  fa ith  in Ander­

son is strong enough to entrust to  him the task of impressing in to  the mind of 

youth the virtues of the na tion . He shared her assumptions and fu lf i l le d  her 

expectations.

Mrs. W illa rd 's  interest in the u t i l i ty  o f illustra tions was long-stand­

ing, and had appeared some th ir ty  years ea rlie r in W illia m  Channing W ood- 

bridge's A  System of Universal Geography, 4th ed. (H a rrfo ia , 1831; C at. 681 ) .
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The preface was w ritten  by Mrs. W illa rd , who c ited  illus tra tion  (F ig . 1 ) as an

essential path to the mind:

We adm it l i t t le  that may not be traced to one of these two laws of 
the in te lle c t; — firs t, that the objects o f sight more read ily  be- 
become the subjects o f conception and memory, than those o f the 
other senses; and secondly, tha t the best o f a ll methods to  abridge 
the labor o f the mind, and to  enable the memory to lay  up the most 
in  the smallest compass, is to  class particu lars under general heads.19

Illus tra tion  was essential to  the firs t law of the in te lle c t, in tha t i t  

v isua lly  presented ideas so that they could "more read ily  become the subjects of 

conception and memory." This theory o f education is com plete ly dependent 

upon mass-produced, inexpensive reproductions for school books; the technique 

which made i t  possible was introduced to the United States by Anderson. L itt le  

wonder that his contemporaries saw him as a prime force in  the advancement o f 

c iv i l iz a t io n .

In 1815 appeared The Juvenile  Lavater by George Brewer (Cat. 99);

the fu ll t i t le  specified that the work was

. . . ca lcu la ted  for the Instruction and Entertainment of Young Per­
sons; Interspersed w ith  Moral and Amusing Tales, Illus tra ting  the 
Benefit and Happiness A ttendant on the Good Passions, and the mis­
fortunes w h ich  Ensue the Bad in the Circumstances o f Life.20

Primarily p ic to r ia l, the book's in ten t was s tra ight-fo rw ard : the young can be

inspired to be good simply by looking at appropriate illus tra tions. The figures

were designed by Charles Le Brun (1619-1690) and engraved fo r this ed ition  by

Anderson (F ig . 2 ) .  The engraver was again assisting in  the progress of v irtu e ,

fo r his contemporaries expected tha t his labors "may have some e ffec t on the

mind o f the young reader, who when he observes tha t the best people look best

and most happy, w il l  be inc lined  to become o f the best."21

Advances in educational method were an important concern to men 

o f the nineteenth century, and considerable lite ra tu re  was devoted to the sub­

je c t. Joseph Lancaster's The British System of Education ( C a t.382) was pub­

lished in 1812, w ith  wood engravings by Anderson (F ig . 3 ) .  Designed to
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to educate great numbers o f ch ild ren at minimal expense, the system met w ith  

considerable success in England. Both the economic benefits and its q u a lif ic a ­

tions fo r mass instruction  made i t  o f interest to  Am erican educators. In the 

preface o f the foreign ed ition  Lancaster expressed the hope tha t his statement 

would

. . . be a su ffic ie n t apology fo r the de lay o f this p ub lica tio n , 
w h ich  m ight have been issued much ea rlie r, had he not been en­
gaged in promoting the education of many thousands of poor 
ch ild ren ; i t  could not, however, have been as perfect as to  the 
engravings, w hich w il l  g ive  an idea of a school o f this p lan , to 
man^|>ersons who cannot possibly have an opportun ity  o f seeing 
o n e .

A  plan fo r the education of "many thousands" could scarce ly fa i l to  a ttrac t 

those Americans who be lieved in the necessity o f universal education fo r a 

dem ocracy. The de lay in pub lica tion  a llow ed fo r h ig h -q u a lity  engravings, 

w h ich  were required in  order to convey an idea of the school to  interested per­

sons unable to v iew  the English m odel. A ga in , seeing was essential, and that 

vision was provided by means of the wood engraving techn ique. Anderson's 

endeavors fa c ilita te d  the transfer o f in form ation, and the importance o f his 

labors did not go unnoticed by his countrymen.

A lthough moral and in te lle c tu a l improvement were considered prac­

tic a l goals in themselves, books were also published to assist in the learning of 

the various trades. Included w ith  this group was Rensselaer Bentley's The 

P ictoria l Reader o f 1847 (C a t. 4 9 ) .  This manual offered lessons on a va rie ty  of 

crafts, "W ith  Illustra tions to  Render them Interesting and A ttra c t iv e . "53 Relying 

on the same premise as Brewer in the Juven ile  Lavater, Bentley assumed tha t i f  

an occupation iooked in teresting , young men would be a ttracted  to i t .  Funda­

mental to this idea was the presence of illus tra ted  m a te ria l. Bentley noted that

many things may be explained and understood be tte r by means of 
p ictu ies than by use of words; but when both are employed, the 
subject is rendered fa m ilia r to the weakest ca p a c ity .24

The com bination o f word and p icture  (F igs. 4, 5 ) was an unquestioned means o f

in fluenc ing  the young, and both elements were essential to  this educational
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philosophy. The two components were used by Bentley in presenting the manual 

trades:

M echan ica l labor has also received p a rticu la r a tte n tio n . The instru­
ments used in various trades, and the a rtic les  manufactured, have 
been illus tra ted  by accurate engravings w ith  explanations, designed 
to  produce a favorable impression on the minds o f ch ild ren , and ren­
der the mechanic arts, in w hich many o f them w il l  probably engage 
fo r l ife ,  s t i l l  more in v it in g  and accep tab le .

Workers who find  the ir trade interesting and in v it in g  are more l ik e ly  to  produce 

goods of be tte r q u a lity  and in greater numbers. As w e ll as im proving character, 

illus tra tions could also increase economic p ro d u c tiv ity . A ccep ting  this reason­

ing , as many d id  in the nineteenth century, the place o f the illu s tra to r was 

viewed as one o f importance in the march o f progress. The man who introduced 

the m ass-illustration process was indeed a leader in the course o f c iv il iz a t io n .

*  *  *  *

N otw ithstanding the great emphasis g iven to the instruction and 

improvement o f the young, a tten tion  was also paid to im proving the general 

level o f taste in the nineteenth centu ry . In 1808 the a rtis t W illia m  Birch com­

mented on the ro le  o f a rt in the development of a national id e n tity :

The Fine Arts are, as to the American N ation  at large, in th e ir in ­
fancy; to promote them in propagating Taste in the habit o f rural 
re tirem ent, supported by the growing w ealth  of the N a tion , w il l  be 
to form the N a tiona l character favourable to the c iv il iz a t io n  o f 
this young country, and establish that respectab ility  w hich w il l add 
to its strength.26

For a rtis t and c itize n  a lik e , the arts d id not exist in iso la tion . As dem ocratic 

taste improved, a greater c iv il iz a t io n  would appear in the New W orld , one 

w hich would demand the respect o f Europe and g ive  strength to its own people .

This n ineteenth-century doctrine  was based upon the assumption that 

personal taste cou ld , in fa c t, be genera lly  improved, that it  was not sim ply 

the purview  o f the rich  and w e ll-b o rn . This inheren tly  dem ocratic assumption 

derived from the w ritings o f Edmund Burke (1729-1797). In 1759 he added an 

essay on taste to his A Philosophical Enqu iry  in to  the O rig in  o f O ur Ideas of 

the Sublime and B eau tifu l. In his essay he wrote tha t taste has three components:
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the senses, im agination , and judgment. The firs t he held to be the same for a ll 

men, and the la tte r two are subject to improvement by g iv ing  close a tten tion  to 

objects, and by developing habits o f reasoning.27

Burke's essay suggested that by seeing works which appealed to  the

senses, d irec ting  a tten tion  to works o f q u a lity , and developing proper habits of

judgment, Americans could improve th e ir knowledge o f the beau tifu l and the

good. Once this process was begun, many be lieved, the course o f c iv il iz a tio n

in the United States could not fa i l to reach unlim ited  greatness in  m o ra lity ,

government, the arts, and social w e ll-b e in g . A lthough the last Puritan had

long since vanished, the nineteenth century was s t il l a great age o f fa ith .  This

b e lie f was widespread but was perhaps best expressed by the Transcendentalists,

tha t group o f n ineteenth-century writers who a rticu la ted  the essential philosophy

of Anderson's era. Ralph W aldo Emerson summarized the Am erican b e lie f in man's

lim itless improvement in "The American Scholar":

The world is noth ing, the man is a l l;  in yourself is the law  o f a ll 
nature, and you know not yet how a globule o f sap ascends; in 
yourself slumbers the whole of Reason; it  is fo r you to know a l l ;  it  
is for you to dare a ll .2B

In 1857 C a lvert Vaux published V illa s  and Cottages: A  Series o f 

Designs Prepared fo r Execution in the United States (C a t. 6 3 9 ). The book was 

intended to improve the American taste in domestic a rch itectu re , a development 

w h ich  in turn could be expected to accomplish two ends: improve the fortunes 

o f a rch itects, and a id  in the general progress of American cu ltu re . Vaux 

wrote tha t, in the past, Republicanism had seen the arts as a llie d  w ith  "super­

s tit io n , popery, or a ris toc racy ." Now a prosperous, dem ocratic nation required 

a national standard o f a rch itectu ra l taste. How was this taste to be improved?

Cheap popular works on arch itectu re  in a ll its bearings, popular 
lectures, popular engravings — and hundreds of them, and yet a ll 
good — these are the simple, tru th fu l and e ffec tive  means tha t are 
to in fluence the p ub lic , by supplying a medium through w h ich  i t  
may see c le a rly , and thus be led to c r it ic iz e  frec-ly, prefer w ise ly, 
and act ju d ic ious ly .29
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The illus tra tions fo r V illa s  and Cottages, "a ll good, " were engraved 

by Anderson (F ig . 6 ) .  Vaux recognized the importance o f wood engravings 

for the communication of his ideals, and was pleased that this medium now made 

possible the d iffusion of his ideas and the furtherance o f taste in the United 

States:

It  has not, ce rta in ly , t i l l  w ith in  the last few  years, been an easy 
m atter to p lace before the pub lic  the necessary illustra tions in  a 
convenient form, and as mere verbal descriptions of plans or designs 
are seldom thoroughly in te ll ig ib le , this d if f ic u lty  has probably 
retarded the d iffusion  of popular a rch itectu ra l in form ation . Now, 
however, w ith  the present rapid development and general app lica tion  
o f the art o f wood-engraving in the United States, this hindrance no 
longer exists, and a fa ir  f ie ld  is open fo r the free communication of 
ideas among American a rch itects, and fo r the p ro fitab le  interchange 
o f hints and suggestions.30

In summary, A lexander Anderson's work was important to the dissemi­

nation o f the ideals o f his century. His contemporaries found him to  be s ig n if­

icant because his a rt coincided w ith  the philosophies o f the n ineteenth centu ry . 

In a new democracy, he provided a means for mass illus tra tion  o f books; in  an 

age that believed in the un lim ited  social bene fit o f education, he offered 

p ic to ria l m ateria l tha t was essential to current educational thought; fo r an era 

that hoped to raise ind iv idua l m ora lity , he provided visual models o f the good; 

in response to the demands for an Am erican a rt, he offered designs to stimulate 

and improve the nation 's taste; fo r the Age o f the Common M an, he engraved 

its optim istic  visions. Europeans watched the new nation w ith  fasc ina tion .

And Anderson was included in the ir observations. In 1858, the London A rt 

Journal published a "B iographical N o tice  o f A lexander Anderson" by Lossing, 

to  w h ich  the editors prefaced these comments:

. . . the fo llo w in g  interesting memoir of a veteran in A rt — the 
pioneer in whose steps so many g ifted  men have fo llow ed; i t  w il l  be 
read by many, in the O ld  W orld as w e ll as in the New, w ith  much 
interest, and may be regarded as a contribu tion  to the A rt-h is to ry  
o f Am erica o f no inconsiderable importance. The Arts have indeed 
made very great advances in the United States since this veteran 
commenced his career; happ ily , he is liv in g  to witness the progress 
his country has made, not on ly  in the com parative ly subordinate art
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of the engraver, but in tha t o f the sculptor and the pa in te r. The 
artists o f Am erica are assuming a position o f en tire  e qua lity  w ith  
the ir brethren in Europe; and we cannot doubt tha t the generation 
which is to succeed such labourers as Dr. Anderson, w il l  have 
the ir fu ll share of g lo ry  in the triumphs of the ir countrymen. A 
time w il l  come — perhaps is a lready come — when the a rtis t, whose 
name now honours our pages, w il l  be classed among that o f the 
worthies who have made a country GREAT.31

Wood engraving was o f prime importance in the development and 

d iffusion of n ineteenth-century ideals. It was not an o rig ina to r o f concepts or 

philosophies, but i t  provided a means fo r ideas to  reach and in fluence  a popu­

la r aud ience. And the fac t that visual ideas could be mass-produced in turn 

influenced the thought o f such men as C a lvert Vaux and Emma W illa rd . It is 

now a nearly-fo rgo tten  c ra ft, whose importance fades in the lig h t o f photo­

graphic p rin tin g . But for its b rie f period of in fluence, one w hich co incided 

w ith  the career of Anderson, i t  was an essential part of Am erican l i fe .  In 1872, 

w ith  the era o f wood engraving almost over, his contemporaries could agree 

w ith  Lossing's re flections on the past century:

And 1 be lieve  i t  is not unreasonable to c la im  for the A rt o f Wood 
Engraving in  our day, as an element o f power, a p lace in  the 
grand procession o f c iv il iz a t io n  next to that o f p r in tin g . And in 
the records o f that noble work — the e levation  o f the race — the 
name o f A lexander Anderson w il l appear luminous.
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Chapter IV 

An American Style

In his 1872 M em orial to  Anderson, Benson Lossing observed that

Anderson studied Bewick c lose ly, and he im ita ted his style fa ith ­
fu l ly ,  for he perceived in i t  the true sp irit o f wood engraving.
During his long practice  o f the a rt he was never tempted to  depart 
from i t . 1

This statement summarizes Anderson's strengths, and also his u ltim ate  weakness. 

W ith  his knowledge of numerous graphic processes and the conscious study and 

im ita tion  of the English prototypes, Anderson developed a technique tha t did 

express the qua lities  o f the wood medium. His engravings are d ire c t and imme­

d ia te , fu l f i l l in g  the ir primary role as adjuncts to the te x t. For Anderson, 

illustra tions were to am p lify  the in ten t o f the author, not to  d ive rt the a tten tion  

o f the reader by elaborate visual d isp lay. M oreover, fo r him and many o f his 

contemporaries, both p ic ture  and w ritten  word had functions beyond th e ir role 

as works o f a rt; they served to educate the nation and to e levate the American 

character. Anderson's style satisfied these requirements. It had d irec t visual 

appeal, but w ith  a s im p lic ity  of engraving that d id  not obscure the moral 

w ith in  the image nor compete w ith  the surrounding tex t.

But his weakness was never to depart from this technique a fte r i t  had 

passed out o f popular favo r. Taste had changed and Americans came to  prefer 

a greater elegance and sheen than was possible w ith  wood engraving. A lthough 

Anderson's work was a facto r in establishing a rtis tic  preferences, he proved 

unable to adapt to the newer fashions. He remained true to Bewick, but 

American taste did not.

-  4 9 -
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In contrast to most engraving techniques, w h ich  are in ta g lio  processes, 

wood engraving is a re lie f process; a ll p rin ting  is e ffected by the surface o f the 

b lock . This characte ris tic  enables the illu s tra tio n  to  be prin ted sim ultaneously 

w ith  the type fo r the te x t, and furnishes the primary advantage o f the techn ique . 

But certa in  lim ita tions also resu lt. The fineness o f lin e  is determ ined by the 

gra in and strength o f the wood used. Beyond a certa in  po in t, the wood w i l l  not 

w ithstand the pressure o f p rin ting  and in k in g , and the th in  wood ridges o f the 

b lock  w il l  co llapse. This physical lim ita tio n  is a prim ary determ inant o f the 

q u a lity  o f the fin ished p rin t: firm , so lid  blacks surrounded by negative spaces 

o f vary ing  thickness. D e licacy  can on ly  be suggested in  the non-prin ted  areas 

rather than through the inked lines themselves.

Copper-p la te  line -eng rav ing , an in ta g lio  process, a llows fo r com­

p le te ly  d iffe re n t e ffects. The engraved line  is the p rin ting  medium and transmits 

the ink  to paper under high pressure; the surface, wiped clean o f in k , is nega­

t iv e . Thus, the fineness o f lin e  is lim ited  on ly by the s k ill o f the engraver, not 

by the working surface. And a greater range o f lines is possible, va ry ing  in 

depth, w id th , and in terna l m odula tion. The finished p rin t can d isp lay a great 

d e licacy  o f lin e , w h ile  the possible variations a llo w  fo r displays o f textu re , 

surface, and lig h t e ffects . The range of ava ilab le  effects goes fa r beyond the 

d ire c t, re lie f process o f engraving on wood, and the engraver’s s k ill can command 

greater interest than the subject matter of the p rin t.

W h ile  p rim a rily  a wood engraver, Anderson was fa m ilia r  w ith  the 

in ta g lio  processes. Examples o f both his engravings and etchings e xh ib it the 

a b i l i ty  and contro l o f a p ro fic ie n t craftsman. The etched "Anatom ical S tudy" 

o f 1799 (F ig . 7 ) displays some o f his capab ilities  on m eta l. The size o f the 

p la te  is in itse lf impressive: two fee t by fou r. The body is modeled in lig h t and 

shade, w ith  exposed in terna l organs c le a rly  drawn and etched to  perm it de ta iled  

exam ination. W ith  his use o f precise, firm  iines, Anderson succeeded in suggest­

ing the d iffe re n t textures represented. Intended fo r medical study, the p rin t is 

an Am erican representation c f both medical knowledge and er,grcv;nc; a b i l i ty  a t 

the end o f the eighteenth centu ry .
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Although c le a rly  capable as a metal engraver, and aware o f tha t 

medium's poss ib ilities , Anderson preferred the wood b lo ck , and during the n ine­

teenth century he la rge ly  restricted him self to  tha t technique. As noted pre­

v ious ly , wood engraving permits inexpensive, voluminous reproductions fo ra  

mass m arket. The nineteenth century saw the rise o f a demand fo r popular illu s ­

trated lite ra tu re , and i t  was to  this interest tha t Anderson gave himself fo r seven 

decades. The requirements and lim ita tions  o f surface p rin ting  result in an imme­

d iacy  and directness o f expression; a lthough subtle use o f lin e  is restricted, 

s im p lic ity  and d ire c t narra tive expression are encouraged. The characteristics 

o f wood engraving co incided w ith  the interests o f the popular aud ience. Amer­

icans could re jec t na tive , serious lite ra tu re : Herman M e lv il le 's  M oby D ick 

(1851 ) was a fa ilu re  in the nineteenth centu ry . But the illus tra ted  editions of 

writers such as M rs. Barbauld (C a t .3 6 -4 2 ) met w ith  fa r greater success. 

A lthough designed fo r ch ild ren , these popular works express the values and 

interests o f the ir e ra . W illia m  G oodw in, w rite r and publisher o f ch ild ren 's 

books, observed to  Charles Lamb tha t i t  is ch ild ren  who read ch ild ren 's  books, 

when they read, but i t  is parents who chose them.2

Notw ithstanding the vast output o f Anderson, a discussion o f a few 

of his illustra tions w il l  ind ica te  the style o f wood engraving w hich he fostered 

and w hich achieved such great success during his life t im e . In 1873, Illus tra ­

tions o f M other Goose's M elodies (C a t. 344) was published in  New York. In 

the Introductory N o tice , Evert D uyckinck attempted to establish M other Goose 

as a d is tin c t Am erican character, whose rhymes were firs t published by Thomas 

Fleet o f Boston in 1719.3 The illus tra tions , both designed and engraved by 

Anderson, also ind ica te  the Am erican engraving s ty le . They are s tra ig h t-fo r­

ward, th e ir narrarive can be understood at a glance, end they re fle c t the con­

temporary values o f those who chose ch ild ren 's books. "There was a mad mad" 

is illus tra ted  by a small cu t tha t q u ic k ly  summarizes the story o f the mad man 

who "madly away d id  r id e " (F ig . 8 ) .  The eyes of the parents are w ide w ith  

insanity as they ride from the burning house in  the background to the p rec ip ice  

ahead. A lthough lire tex t offers no explanation fo r the scene, Anderson saw f i t
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to  inc lude one w ith in  his design. An empty b o ttle  is placed c le a rly  in the fo re ­

ground; a lesson on the evils o f d rink  is g iven w ith  on ly  a few  add itiona l lines . 

But its inclusion characterizes both Anderson's work and the expectations o f the 

nineteenth century toward a rt.

The rhyme "One m isty, misty m orn ing" is also included in the 1873 

volum e. The accompanying cu t (F ig . 9 ) again q u ick ly  summarizes the story, 

here a po lite  boy using the formal greetings taught by his e lders. There is no 

attem pt a t conv inc ing  modeling, nor a t the development o f e laborate space.

But however sim ple, the narration and figures can be im m ediately understood, 

and the whole presents an a ttrac tive  visual image. W h ile  lack ing  com plex ity , 

the people and objects portrayed do attest to the a rtis t's  s k ill and to  his a b i l i ty  

to  suggest a va rie ty  o f deta ils w ith  on ly  a few lines. The po lite  boy is poised 

and well-dressed, complete w ith  top hat and ta iled  coa t. In contrast, the 

figure  near him is rough, unkempt, and c le a rly  not among the favored and happy 

o f this w o rld . A lthough done w ith  a few lines, the contrast o f materials and 

features is convincing  and read ily  perceived. C ha rac te ris tica lly , w h ile  illu s ­

tra ting  the verse Anderson includes a d id a c tic  a llus ion : manners and good 

behavior ensure success. To the nineteenth century the formula was reasonable, 

and Anderson's style was w e ll-su ited  for its developm ent.

A lthough Anderson copied the designs of English illustra tors for the 

m a jo rity  o f his cuts, he usually made s ligh t a lte ra tions. A  comparison of the 

English model and Anderson's copy, done early  in  his career, ind icates the 

preferences and attitudes of the American engraver. The seventh ed ition  of 

Robert B ioom fieid 's The Farmer's Boy; A  Rural Poem was published in London 

in  1803; in the same year Hopkins & Seymour o f New York published the f if th  

American ed ition  (C a t. 81 ) .  The frontisp iece o f the London volume was 

designed by Thuision and cut by Nesbit (F ig . 10); the same design, engraved 

by Anderson, appears in the American ed ition  (F ig . 11 ) .  Anaefson's major 

change is the substitution of a church in the righ t background, in p lace of 

Thurston's picturesque ruins. The London design used the upper branches of
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the tree to close o ff the p icture  space, w h ile  Anderson's design was le ft  open. 

The inclusion o f the church perhaps implies Anderson's personal concern w ith  

re lig ion ; the changes in the upper section o f the tree result in  a less successful 

composition and ind icate  the artis t's  lack o f formal tra in in g . These composi­

tiona l a lterations suggest tha t Anderson did not consider him self to be merely 

a slavish copier o f foreign works. Using these illus tra tions both as models and 

as a means fo r his own a rtis tic  education, he made changes, a lb e it m inor, when 

he wished to heighten an e ffec t or an a ttitude  im p lic it  in the o r ig in a l.

In add ition  to  these changes, differences in technique are also appar­

en t. Anderson's water surface is more simply de linea ted , as is the fac ia l 

structure o f the shepherd boy. W h ile  Nesbit used th in , c lose ly spaced lines to 

develop form and texture, Anderson avoided this precise s ty le , using few er, 

broader lines to create surfaces and planes. This technique requires less dex­

te r ity , and reflects a degree o f caution and uncerta in ty  on the part of the 

American craftsman. The result is less contrast between w hite  and b lack , less 

tonal va rie ty , and an overa ll d u lle r , washed out appearance. As his career 

and a b ilit ie s  progressed, Anderson d id  use more c lose ly spaced, f in e ly  cu t lines, 

but he never abandoned com plete ly the tendency toward s im p lifica tio n  and 

sparseness o f statement that characterized his early  work.

Anderson's developed technique is evidenced by his cuts for the 1810 

New York pub lica tion  of The Poems o f Ossian (C a t. 4 18 ), the work o f James 

MacPherson and the center o f considerable lite ra ry  controversy during the 

early nineteenth century. The illustra tions given here (F igs. 12, 13) ty p ify  

the style that Anderson w il l  continue for the next s ix ty  years. The image is 

usually dominated by one or two central figures, w hich are surrounded by re la­

t iv e ly  few , d ram atica lly  lighted narra tive de ta ils . Com plexity o f composition 

or drawing is avoided, w ith  emphasis on immediacy of comprehension rather 

than in tricac ies o f symbolism or draftsmanship. The prints d isp lay contrasts of 

lig h t and dark, but w ith  l i t t le  a tten tion  to subtle gradations between the 

extremes. These s im p lifica tions perm it the v iew er to comprehend the

Reproduced with permission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without permission.



- 5 4 -

i l  I us Ira Hons q u ick ly , w ithou t lengthy distractions from the accompanying te x t. 

A lthough v isua lly  a ttrac tive  and constitu ting  an important add ition  to a book, 

the engravings are not intended to  compete w ith  the te x t. Anderson understood 

the lim ita tions o f book illustra tions and remained w ith in  these boundaries.

The style and techniques developed by Anderson dominated American 

wood engraving throughout the nineteenth century, persisting long a fte r the 

medium was superseded in popu la rity  by steel engravings. The prototype fo r 

the school was the work o f Thomas Bew ick, fre e ly  taken and constantly admired 

as a m odel. In his own work, Anderson tended to s im p lify  and reduce deta ils ; 

this resulted in prints w hich could be read ily  understood, and afforded the v iew er 

a maximum o f pleasure w ith  a minimum o f e ffo rt. The visual statement was 

d irec t, concise, and unencumbered w ith  am bigu ities. But w h ile  this s im p lified  

style met w ith  popular approval, i t  was harshly c r it ic iz e d  by more demanding 

patrons. A . J . Downing (C a t. 177-180) sought greater a tten tion  to  secondary 

deta ils and found Anderson's s im p lifica tions of composition and to n a lity  to  be 

unsatisfactory. In a le tte r to A .  J . Davis, Downing instructed his associate to 

"throw in as much fo liage  as possible and produce a strong e ffe c t o f lig h t and 

shade in the d raw ing ," as he found "Anderson d e fic ie n t"  on these points.4

A lthough c r it ic iz e d  on occasion, Anderson's a b ilit ie s  met w ith  

general accla im  from his contemporaries. He developed a graphic technique 

for a new, self-conscious nation , and provided the means fo r the tremendous 

increase in the pub lica tion  o f illus tra ted  works in the nineteenth century. His 

style was w ithout pretention: i t  gave immediate visual expression to  the 

popular concerns o f his countrymen.

A t the end o f the nineteenth century, Frederick Burr noted the

achievement o f A lexander Anderson and the s ign ificance  of a career that

spanned three-quarters o f a century:

Such was the beginning o f wood-engraving in this country. A  poor 
medical student, w ith  rude tools, manufactured by an ord inary 
b lacksm ith, sustained on ly  by his native  genius, and but scan tily  
remunerated, la id , in the face o f the greatest d iff ic u lt ie s , the 
foundations o f the art that now occupies so prominent a position 
in the amusement and instruction of m illions .5
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Fig. 7. Anatom ical Study
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Fig. 8 . "Mad M a n "
From IIlustrations o f M other Goose's M elodies (1873)
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F ig . 9. "M is ty  M orn ing"
From Illustra tions of M other Goose's M elodies (1873)
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Fig. 10. Nesbit's Frontispiece 
From The Farmer's Boy (London, 1803)
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F ig . 11. Anderson's Frontispiece 
From The Farmer's Boy (N ew  York, 1803)
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Fig. 12. "Carrie-Thu ra 11 
From James M ac Pherson 
Poems of Ossian (1810)
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T H E  WAR OF CAROS. v«i!. i. p. sis.

F ig . 13. "The W ar o f Caros" 
From James MacPherson 
Poems o f Ossian (1810)
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A P P E N D I X  

Catalog o f Published Works

The fo llo w in g  ca ta log lists those works published before 1900 that inc lude 

illustra tions by A lexander Anderson. Many of the prints bear the engraver's name 

or in itia ls ; others have been iden tified  by entries in his D ia ry, c ita tio n  w ith in  the 

t it le  or tex t o f the book, or by comparison w ith  prints in works where the a ttr ibu tio n  

has been established. In com piling  this ca ta log , d 'A lte  A .  W elch 's B ib liography of 

American C hildren 's Books, A .  S. W . Rosenbach's Early Am erican C hildren 's Books, 

and S inc la ir Ham ilton's Early American Book Illustrations and Wood Engravers 

1670-1870, have been indispensible, as has the work o f countless librarians in 

researching and ca ta log ing  the ir own holdings.

The entries inc lude  the author when known, or when an a ttr ib u tio n  has been 

made by standard b ib liograph ies. Titles occasionally have been abbrevia ted. Letters 

fo llow ing  the publish ing data refer to the major repositories where that volume may 

be located. These lib raries are:

AAS: American Antiquarian Society

NYPL: New York FUblic Library

PrU: Princeton U niversity Library

YC: Yale U niversity Library
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New York: W illia m  B- G ille y ,  1816. PrU.

Reproduced with permission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without permission.



-  6 9 -

17. American Domestic Cookery. The. By a Lady . New York: E. D uyckinck,
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from the Third London Edition . New York: D. Longworth, 1805. AAS.

22. Anderson, A lexander. American Engravings. [N e w  York, 18— ] .  NYPL

23. Anderson, A lexander. Book o f C iphers. [Im p rin t, no publisher g iv e n . 
N Y H S ].
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& C o ., 1839. NYPL.
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E. D uyck inck, 1804. YC .
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being a Valuable  C o llec tion  o f Interesting and M iscellaneous Incidents C a lcu­
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Printed by W ilson & K irk  . . .  for the N ew -Y ork  Society for Promoting 
Christian Knowledge and Piety, 1797. PrU.

89. Book Full o f Pictures. A . W ith  Interesting Explanations to  Each. New Haven:
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o f LeBrun. New York: R. M . M 'Derm ot & D. D. A rden, 1815. NYPL.
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