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Translating the modulation of tonality remained a more or less elusive aim during
the first two hundred years of printmaking. 
 

Albrecht Dürer, Hercules, ca. 1498–99, engraving,

detail showing tonal wiping, especially on the lower arm of the female figure

Occasionally, tonal wiping can already be encountered in intaglio prints of the late
fifteenth and early sixteenth centuries, but plate tone was not fixed on the matrix
and had to be created each time a plate was inked.
 

Daniel Hopfer, Sudarium Held by Two Angels, ca. 1515, etching. printed after 1684

(Metropolitan Museum of Art, New York)

The fascinating exploration of early etching that the Metropolitan Museum and
Vienna’s Albertina undertook in a highly instructive exhibition in 2019–20 featured
an example of a plate by Daniel Hopfer that shows faint traces of tonal etching.
However, the impression that shows the tone truly pronounced also bears the
number “186” on the base of the column at right. It could therefore not have been
printed before 1684, over 150 years after Hopfer had made the print, when the
Nuremberg publisher David Funck owned the plates and had them all numbered. 
 

Jan Harmensz. Muller, Martyrium of St. Sebastian (after Hans von Aachen), ca. 1600, engraving (detail)

The Mannerist master engravers translated tonal modulations through intricate webs
of graphic lines.
 

David Lucas, Salisbury Cathedral from the Meadows (after John Constable), 1835–37, mezzotint (detail)  

To capture a smooth transition from dark to light in an intaglio print ultimately
required the invention of the mezzotint in the mid-seventeenth century. It was
achieved by gradually burnishing the surface of a plate that had been roughened
beforehand with a rocker, thereby using kein einziger strich oder Zugh (not a line or
stroke), as Ludwig von Siegen, one of mezzotint’s inventors, wrote to his patron, the
landgrave Wilhelm VI of Hesse-Cassel in 1642.
 

Abbé de Saint-Non, Naiads and Tritons (after François Boucher), etching and aquatint, 1766 (detail)

(National Gallery of Art, Washington, D.C.)

An alternative to this laborious method emerged with the aquatint technique. Instead
of rocking the plate, it was now exposed to a delicate etching process. A finely
pulverized resin was made to adhere to the surface of the matrix through heat.
Printmakers were then able to etch areas of subtly varied structure that would, when
inked and printed, simulate the effect of wash applied by a brush to a drawing. The
first experiments with this technique, undertaken by Jan van de Velde IV during the
1650s, had remained isolated experiments. Only in the second half of the eighteenth
century did European artists make broader use of aquatint, and they predominantly
did so to imitate drawings. The burgeoning interest in their connoisseurship and
collecting was undoubtedly one of the driving forces behind this development.
 

Maria Catharina Merian, The Triumph of Truth over Envy (after Jacopo Ligozzi), 1781

etching and aquatint in black and brown with gold leaf (detail in raking light)

(National Gallery of Art, Washington, D.C.)

The early history of the medium is well chronicled in Rena Hoisington’s elegantly
installed show Aquatint: From Its Origins to Goya at the National Gallery in
Washington, D.C., and in the beautiful catalogue accompanying it (until February 21,
2022). Instigated by the Gallery’s recent purchase of a collection of French aquatint
incunabula that had been carefully assembled over decades, prints by French artists
are the exhibition’s main focus. Yet it also includes rarely seen work by the Italians
Giovanni di Pian and Giovanni David, the Germans Maria Catharina Prestel and Carl
Russ, the British artists William Moss, Francis Jukes, Paul Sandy, and Alexander
Cozens as well as his son John Robert.
 

Friedrich von Martens, Cachalot Fishery (after Louis Garneray), ca. 1834–35, etching and aquatint (detail)

(National Gallery of Art, Washington, D.C.)

The show’s “coda” leads beyond Goya and on to Delacroix to then end with a
dramatic tour-de-force (compositionally as well as technically) by Friedrich von
Martens after Louis Garneray, thereby bringing its theme stateside with a scene that
in all likelihood gave Herman Melville some inspiration for his quintessential
American tale of the hunt for that notorious white whale.
 

Gerhardt Janssen, Pastoral Landscape with Ruins and a Ford, 1722, iron etching 

Going back to the earlier part of the eighteenth century, I would like to present here
two examples of another early attempt to create a nonlinear graphic process that
could fix modulated tonality on a multipliable matrix. Its originator was in many
ways an outsider, for his experiments as well as for the fact that he was anything but
a professional printmaker. Gerhardt Janssen (1636–1725) was born in Utrecht and
trained as a glass painter in Vreden, Westphalia, before settling in Vienna in 1662
where he remained for the rest of his life. On a posthumous Hinterglas (or verre
églomisé) portrait by his pupil Ulrich Daniel Metzger he is described as Glassmahler,
wie auch wohlerfahrener Meister der Aetz- und Damascier-Kunst (a glass painter
and expert master of the art of etching and metal inlaying).
 

Henry Fox Talbot, Royal Pavilion, Brighton, 1846, photographic paper negative

All his prints are characterized by the fact that the depicted figures, trees, and
architectural details are rendered lighter against a dark background, an effect that
reminds our modern eye of a photographic negative. Janssen might have been
familiar to such a reversal of light and dark through the practice of reverse glass
painting.
 

attributed to Gerhard Janssen, St. Cecilia, glass painting 

This raises the question of technique. Some of the earlier cataloguers described the
six known prints as aquatints. Since they were made during the second decade of the
eighteenth century (four of them are dated 1717, 1718, and 1722 respectively), this
would predate the earliest French aquatints in the National Gallery’s exhibition by
half a century.
 

Gerard Janssen, Orpheus Charming the Animals, etched iron plate (British Museum, London)

The survival of one of Janssen’s printing plates in the British Museum (incidentally
one from which no early impressions are known) allows the reconstruction of the
technical process. The first to do so was Egbert Haverkamp-Begemann who also saw
Janssen, in regard to his technique, as a close follower of Hercules Segers. Marcel
Roethlisberger then discussed the prints in a monographic article on the artist in
Print Quarterly. In sum, Janssen’s prints are not aquatints and show no evidence of
the use of any pulverized stop-out substance. Instead, the prints’ visual similarity to
aquatints is due to the way iron reacts to acid since, as Antony Griffiths observes,
“this metal, when washed with acid, bites unevenly to give a natural aquatint effect.”
 

Gerhardt Janssen, Pastoral Landscape with Ruins, iron etching 
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two prints by Gerhardt Janssen
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