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For nearly thirty years, between 1976 and 2004, Gordon Hartshorne (1926-2004) explored the 

art of woodcut printmaking resulting in the creation of an important body of work. A lifelong 

interest in nature inspired his interpretations of woods, lakes, birds, rocks and flowers often from 

his favorite landscapes of the North Woods and the Florida Gulf Coast area.  

Gordon’s prints were created by hand pressing rice paper over ink-covered hand-carved plates, 

similar to methods used for centuries in Japan. No printing press was involved, and the plates 

were relief, hand-carved in wood, and sometimes enhanced with paper, gesso, sand and glue. 

This simple printmaking process resulted in vivid, textured, graphic images.

Growing up in Joliet, Illinois, Gordon became interested in art at an early age, maintaining a 

sketchbook and taking classes in high school. After serving in the U.S. Navy, he received a 

bachelor’s degree from the University of Illinois and spent a summer at the Ox-Bow School of 

Art as a scholarship student. After working as a graphic designer, he was hired by Rand McNally 

and Company in 1953 where he worked as an art director for book, map and atlas design. He 

retired in 1988 and devoted his energy and remaining years to the refinement of his art and skill 

as a printmaker.

Learn more about
Gordon Hartshorne

gordonhartshorne.com
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WOODCUT PROCESS
(Adapted from an article Hartshorne wrote entitled, “Reconsider Woodcut Printing” which 

appeared in American Artist, magazine in November 1990)

The Basic Process
I create several drawings on tracing paper to decide which will work best. I transfer the mirror 
image of the selected drawing onto a tinted plank of wood (the “plate”). Tracing is done with 
a piece of carbon paper placed between the drawing and the plate. Then, I carve away any 
part that will not be printed. I use a thumbnail color sketch of the print to refer to while carving 
while keeping in mind that the printing process reverses the drawn image.

Carving the Plate
To create woodcuts, all that is required is a piece of wood, some simple carving tools, printing 
ink, a roller, and rice paper. Pieces of pine with knots in them, Baltic birch plywood, Luan (a 
Philippine mahogany), or fir plywood are examples of wood used in printmaking. Because pine 
is available only in widths up to 11 1/8”, several pieces can be glued together to make a wider 
plate. For printing large areas of solid color, use pieces of mat board or Masonite coated with 
acrylic gesso, then sealed with shellac.

Tools used are simple knives, linoleum-carving tools, nails, and gouges. Chisels from ¾” to 1 
½” are used for clearing away large areas of wood and V- and U-shaped blades for lines or 
small spaces. Usually begin by cutting the plate that will carry most of the structure of the 
image then cut the other plates to fit this key plate.

Printing   
To print the plate, use a roller or brayer, a small piece of glass (12” x 15” or larger), printing ink 
(preferably oil-based), Oriental paper (often referred to as rice paper), and a wooden spoon. 
Ink is squeezed onto the glass and a brayer is used to roll out an even film of ink. Then roll the 
inked brayer across the top surface of the plate. The ink is rolled several times until there is an 
adequate deposit. It should be tacky, but not too wet. Carefully lay the paper over the inked 
plate and keep it from moving. Punched holes along one end of the paper are fitted over 
metal pins, just as a commercial printer would in registering a sheet of paper. Once the paper 
is in position, rub the back of it in a circular motion 
with the back of the wooden spoon, and the image 
begins to show through the back of the paper.

Most woodcut printmakers prefer to use rice papers 
because they absorb the printing ink quickly and 
allow the artist to see the ink being transferred during 
the printing process. Choose Hoshu and Goyu papers 
for smaller prints, and mulberry and Sekishu papers 
for larger ones.

The total number of prints in one edition varies, but 
usually ranges between 30 and 50, however, I usually 
only print five or six copies at one time. Keep careful 
notes about the colors printed, plates and papers 
used, and sequence of the printing, to be able to go 
back at any time and make more copies of the same 
print. Also, keep copies of progressive proofs of the prints for better documentation. These 
can be useful in explaining techniques to other artists and collectors.


