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William Blake
Printmaker, Poet, Prophet    Rachel Lay
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At the age of fifteen on August 4th, 1772 William Blake 
became an apprentice to master engraver, James Basire. 
Throughout the course of seven years he mastered the craft of 
engraving, etching, stippling, and copying and went on to 
invent his own methods beyond what he learned from James 
Basire. Beginning at the age of twelve Blake had begun 
writing poetry, and in 1783, with the help of friends, he 
published his first volume, Poetical Sketches. The verses had a 
significant impact and put William Blake at the helm of the 
romantic revival of the 18th century. Following the completion 
of his apprenticeship William Blake became a student at the 
Royal Academy where he learned classical styles which he 
soon discarded as deadening to the imagination. Due to his 
lively and unconventional style William Blake did not come 
into acclaim until the twentieth century when he could finally 
be appreciated for his modernism and imagination. As a trade 
Blake engraved conventional book illustrations, but soon took 
to making his now renowned illuminated manuscripts. In 
making these manuscripts Blake would begin by etching both 
the poem and the design in relief on the same copper plate. 
The plate would then be colored à la poupée, making each 
print distinct and unique to itself. 

While Blake used printmaking in his trade to mass produce 
illustrations for books, the labor intensive and tedious process 
of his illuminated manuscripts made this notion impractical. 
Blake never felt inclined to publish his poems without the 
accompanying illustrations, and as such copies of his 
illuminated manuscripts were quite limited and rare. Indeed, 
William Blake saw the illustration and poetry irrevocably 
entwined and one could not be fully understood without the 
other. In 1789 William Blake finished his first in a vast series 
of illuminated books titled Songs of Innocence. In this volume, 
as with ones to follow, William Blake added to the à la poupée 
coloring with watercolor washes, and later toying with the use 
of tempera paint in lieu of oils.



Five years after completing Songs of Innocence Blake 
completed Songs of Experience where therein became the 
companion to the former and representing “the two 
Contrary States of the Human Soul” (Blake, 1794). 
Modern reproductions of Songs of Innocence and of 
Experience often add typographical reprints adjacent to 
the original prints as Blake’s own hand-press made the 
poems difficult to read. Unfortunately, all of Blake’s 
original plates from Songs of Innocence and of Experience 
were lost in the 19th century, but a remaining cancelled 
plate from American Prophecy survives and shows 
William Blake’s remarkable etching methods. 

 The plates were etched in only two stages to rather shallow 
depths. Blake inked his plates with leather daubers as rollers 
were not yet invented and they lent a rather mottled effect to the 
prints. Earlier versions of his illuminated manuscripts had prints 
on both sides of the pages, being accomplished through light 
pressure prints and quality paper and bound with the prints 
facing each other. With William Blake’s illuminated 
manuscripts, no two prints were ever the same and each volume 
was a masterpiece. He is regarded by some to be the first to 
create artist books.























Christine de pizan
Lady of  the Book    

 (1364-1430)

by Paris Smith

Christine de Pizan was a remarkable writer and 
bookmaker of  her time. She is considered the first 
woman to make a living from her writing in the 
West. She authored 41 books and oversaw the pro-
duction of  her illuminated manuscripts very closely. 
Christine de Pizan’s best known work is a book 
called The Book of  the City of  Ladies in which she 
argues against popular misconceptions and stereo-
types about women of  her time. This is considered 
the first feminist text in history. 

Christine de Pizan was born in Venice, Italy but 
moved to France with her family early in life. Her 
father worked as an astrologer for the French king 
and he valued his daughter’s education. Christine 
had a thorough education in reading, writing, his-
tory, and languages that was rare for women at the 
time. Her education would be invaluable for her 
future calling. At 15, Christine married Etienne du 
Castel, the French royal secretary. Her husband also 
encouraged her to learn and grow her skills. They 
had three children and a happy family life. Howev-
er, in 1389, Christine’s husband died of  the plague. 
Christine fought the court to gain her husband’s 
inheritance but was denied it. Given that her father 
had also recently died, Christine had to care for her 
mother and children. Without a source of  income, 
she began to use her writing skills to take care of  
her family. She also illustrated and transcribed 
other authors’ work at this time. Her love ballads 
about her late husband brought her renown in the 
French court, and in 1393 she was able to write for 
wealthy patrons there, including the French queen.

She published what is considered her magnum opus in 1405, 
called The Book of  the City of  Ladies. This book is an allegorical 
story that describes Christine assisting the ladies Reason, Recti-
tude, and Justice to build a city for women to be appreciated and 
protected in. Christine exchanges dialogue with each of  the three 
ladies as they build, telling stories of  heroic women throughout 
history and explaining why women are equal to men. Christine 
writes, “If  it were customary to send little girls to school and teach 
them the same subjects as are taught to boys, they would learn just 
as fully and would understand the subtleties of  all arts and sci-
ences.” Although it seems obvious now, the idea that women could 
learn just as well as men was novel in the 15th century. Men often 
justified women’s place in the household because they were ‘natu-
rally’ weak and unintelligent. Christine’s book refutes this idea and 
proposes that all should be judged for their virtuous actions rather 
than their sex.  Christine also wrote about various other topics, 
from politics to battle strategy to biographies. Her last work was 
a poem about Joan of  Arc in 1430, shortly before Joan was put to 
death for heresy.        



Although she loved writing, Christine also art 
directed the production of  her manuscripts more 
closely than most authors of  her day. She directed 
illuminators to depict her in specific ways, such 
as in her blue dress and white horned headdress 
popular with the nobles at the time. Christine 
also hired women to illustrate her works, and 
specifically mentions a skilled illuminator named 
Anastasia in the City of  the Book of  Ladies.                   

                                  

Christine died in a convent in 1430, 
having created a long-lasting legacy with 
her writing and illuminated manuscripts. 
She was a forward thinker of  her day, not 
content to see women treated as naturally 
unequal to men. Her influence has spread 
to the modern day, where many modern 
feminists have paid homage to her, such 
as her place in Judy Chicago’s Dinner Party 
(1974-79), which sets a place at a table for 
influential historical women,
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A BRIEF HISTORY OF
THE PAPER THEATER

researched by Auberi Zwickel 

Although I’m a decidedly very un-theatrical person, I have always been fascinated and 
inspired by the props, costumes and tools used by old-timey theatrical performers to tell 
stories and bring imaginary worlds to life. One of my favorite antiquated storytelling devices 
that has an undeniable “bookness” is the paper theatre, a toy that was popular in the late 
18th and 19th centuries. 

By the time I was born in the early 1990By the time I was born in the early 1990s, the toy theater was long past its prime as a source 
of in-home entertainment, but nevertheless, I learned about it through its use in films like The 
Imaginarium of Doctor Parnassus, Fanny and Alexander and Frida, in the animations of Jan 
Svenkmajer, and, occasionally, in antique stores and museums. As I discovered recently, you 
can still buy new, novelty replicas of old paper theaters online. The pervasiveness of the paper 
theater in popular culture, despite its supposed obsolescence, makes it clear that these toys 
continue to inspire artists, filmmakers, collectors and curators across the globe. The deep 
lalayering of physical environments has inspired countless stop-motion animators and book 
artists alike. But what’s the deal with paper theaters? Where did they come from? How were 
they used? In this article I will attempt to give a brief history of the paper theater, and its 
relationship with and resemblance to artist books.

In the late 18th century England, film and television had not been invented yet, and going to 
the theater to see live plays was a common pastime. To promote the plays and make some 
money, theaters would sell printed cards with images of the actors at the concession stands, 
which became highly coveted collectors items for the middle-upper class theater fans who could 
afford them. The popularity of these cards inspired an English printer named William West, in 
1808, to create a line of collectible cut-outs of theater actors for children which he called 
“juvenile theatrical prints”, and the cut-outs quickly became some of the most popular toys in 
Victorian London. Children could play with the prints liVictorian London. Children could play with the prints like little paper puppets, and they were a 
huge hit! 

West’s apprentice, John Kilby Green, then created the first mass-produced paper stage 
backdrop to go with the cut-outs, which was also a huge hit with children. Impressed with 
Green’s idea, William West decided to combine the backdrop and the character cut-outs 
together and in 1911, printed the first complete paper theater, and in turn created a thriving 
new industry and art form. Soon, printers across Europe were cashing in on the paper theater 
craze and creating their own spins on the concept. These theaters, though only accessible to the 
wealthiest members of Victorian society, created opportunities for families to gather together 
in their homes and re-enact their in their homes and re-enact their favorite plays. It was also common for street performers 
to use paper theaters to put on shows. 



In terms of materials, the earliest theaters consisted of lithograph prints on paperboard, and 
were sold either in black and white or full color, sometimes embellished with sparkly tinsels. 
They were famously sold for “a penny plain or two pence colored”--two pence was a lot of 
money back then--and would come in unassembled packs. The packs included miniature 
fold-out stages with backdrops, rigging, props, actors and usually a script with 
easy-to-perform, abridged versions of the plays. The printers who produced paper theaters 
often also printed children’s books on the same presses. 

A great A great variety of different types of theaters were produced during the heyday of the toy 
theater--some were made entirely of printed paperboard and resembled tunnel books in their 
structure. Other theaters were a combination of paper and wood elements--a common design 
included a wooden base with slots carved across it to hold interchangeable paper backdrops, 
scenery and props. Some toy theaters utilized obvious book forms and yet others weren’t 
made of paper at all, and instead resembled miniature puppet theaters. The sizes of these 
theaters ranged from pocket-sized to the size of a flat-screen TV. 

All in all, All in all, over 300 plays were turned into paper theaters in the first half of the 19th century 
in London, and over the course of the century many more were made across Western Europe. 
Lucia Contreras Flores, a collector who boasts an enormous collection of paper theaters, has 
pieces from England, Spain, Germany, Portugal, Denmark, France, Italy and Czechoslovakia 
on display on her website, as well as ones from unknown locations. Contemporary artists and 
filmmakers including Edward Gorey, Terry Gilliam, Aine Adriana Martelli, Christelle Enault 
and more have continued to reference and incorporate paper theaters into their work.

For a comprehensiFor a comprehensive showcase of paper theaters from all over the world, you can check out 
Lucia Contreras Flores’ archive of paper theaters at her website teatritos.com. 
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