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Color Woodblock Prints

■

The technic [sic] of color printing from wood imposes certain conditions—flatness
of the masses used and simplicity in their shapes. These conditions are in no sense
restrictions. They are rather privileges. Every artist who works in two dimensions
strives to attain in his work a beautiful pattern, a mosaic, of simple flat shapes.

Color printers, then, have certain difficulties obviated for them but it entails
a heavy responsibility. This very flatness and simplicity makes it imperative that
shapes and color shall be perfect in their relations. There is no imitation of form to
convince the spectator and no illusion with which to deceive him. There is only the
most abstract kind of representation.

Since there is no subterfuge in the color print vocabulary they must say per-
fectly what they have to say. They do this solely with the real tools of the artist, lines,
masses and colors, and if you like them, “you don’t know why,” then you are suscep-
tible to the highest appeal of art.

—Edna Boies Hopkins, Causerie Artistique1

■

E A R LY  Y E A R S

Edna Bel Beachboard was born in the south Michigan town of Hudson on October 13,

1872.2 As the daughter of David J. Beachboard, a prominent Hudson citizen and vice

president of the Boies State Savings Bank, and his wife, Clotilda C. Sawyer, Edna probably en-

joyed a privileged childhood. While no documentation exists of her youth, it is known that in

1887 her older brother, Earl James Beachboard, died of diphtheria at the age of sixteen, making

Edna an only child. On March 2, 1892, in a private ceremony, Edna Beachboard married John

Henry Boies, a young banker eight years her senior and a member of Hudson’s most illustrious

family. The newlyweds soon moved to Chicago to further John’s career in finance, but after only

two years of marriage he died of tuberculosis, leaving Edna a widow, alone but free to pursue a

career in art (fig. 1).3
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In 1895, Edna Boies entered the Art Academy of Cincinnati, and over the next four years

she took courses in illustration, sculpture, figure drawing, and, importantly, woodcarving (fig.

2). It was at the Art Academy that she met another young student, James Roy Hopkins (1877–

1969), of Mechanicsburg, Ohio, whom she would later marry. She also established lifelong

friendships with two other students, Ethel Mars (1876–1956) and Maud Hunt Squire (1873–

1955), both of whom would become accomplished color woodblock printmakers and original

members of the Provincetown Printers, on Cape Cod, Massachusetts, a group with which

Boies would later be affiliated.

e d n a  b o i e s  h o p k i n s
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figure 1. Edna Boies Hopkins, about 1894. Collection of Deborah Leighton



P R A T T  I N S T I T U T E  A N D
A R T H U R  W E S L E Y  D O W

In April 1899, after completing her coursework in Cincinnati, Boies moved to New York City,

where she enrolled in classes at the Pratt Institute. She studied with the influential artist and

teacher Arthur Wesley Dow (1857–1922, fig. 3) and with Evelyn Fenner Shaurman, who taught

her figure drawing and watercolor.4 On Boies’s school registration card, Dow noted that she

“seems very serious” and that her work was “very satisfactory—deeply in earnest”; Shaurman

remarked, “very bright.”5 Whether Boies had natural inclinations toward printmaking is

difficult to know, but Dow introduced her to the medium and encouraged her to appreciate

Japanese art, especially ukiyo-e woodblock prints from the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries.

Dow was himself an avid collector of ukiyo-e and had lent a number of prints to Pratt in

March 1899 as instructional tools.6 That same year, he published his famous book Composition:

A Series of Exercises in Art Structure for the Use of Students and Teachers, which was a compilation

c o l o r  w o o d b l o c k  p r i n t s
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figure 2. Professor Lewis Henry Meakin’s class at the Art Academy of Cincinnati, about 1895. (Edna is
in the bottom row, third from the left.) Collection of Donna Doyle, New York



of articles he had previously published in the Pratt Institute Monthly.7 At the heart of Dow’s

artistic formula were three main elements: line, color, and notan (a pleasing balance of light

and dark), characteristics found in eighteenth- and nineteenth-century Japanese art. His art the-

ories were the result of years of discussions with Ernest Fenollosa, a close friend and the curator

of Japanese art at the Museum of Fine Arts, Boston.

As early as 1891, Dow had begun making color woodblock landscapes of his native Ipswich

and Cape Ann, Massachusetts, using traditional Japanese woodblock printmaking methods

(fig. 4).8 In this technique, the artist carved and printed one block for each color and created a

key block to print the outlines of the entire composition in black ink. Dow later simplified his

printed landscapes by doing away with the key block. This was a fairly bold technical move that

resulted in greater subtlety and overall atmospheric homogeneity, as areas of different colors

could meet directly without the interference of a harsh mullion, or outline. Dow’s experimen-

tations helped introduce innovative possibilities in the woodblock print medium, paving the

way for the later works of Boies and her colleagues.

One of Edna Boies’s earliest woodcuts, Enchantment Lilies (cat. no. 30), probably dates

from about 1900, when she was Dow’s student, or shortly thereafter. Relatively small—6 3/8 x

3 7/8 inches, about the size of a Japanese chuban (medium-size print)—the print shows the

artist at her most slavish imitation of a Japanese nature print, filtered through Dow’s instruction.

Evident in the print are a limited use of color, an emphasis on notan, and a typically Japanese

asymmetrical composition.

e d n a  b o i e s  h o p k i n s
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figure 3. Arthur Wesley
Dow’s class at Pratt 
Institute, Brooklyn, 
New York, about 1899.
Courtesy of the Arthur 
Wesley Dow papers, 
1858–1978, in the Archives of
American Art, Smithsonian
Institution



By March 1900, Boies had taken a job at the

Veltin School for Girls in New York City, teaching

compositional design much as she had learned it

from Dow.9 Her workbook, now in the Archives of

American Art,10 is filled with examples of her

teaching notes based on copies of ancient Greek

and Renaissance masterpieces, along with designs

for utilitarian objects such as lamps, bowls, and

buckles done in a distinctly Art Nouveau style.

Whether any of her designs were actually produced

is unknown, although a small bronze ginger jar be-

lieved to be by Boies (fig. 5) in the collection of the

Cincinnati Art Museum would suggest that some

were.11

In May 1903, Boies took meticulous notes at a

lecture presented to her final class by Isabelle

Sprague-Smith,12 who encouraged the students to

develop an acute attention to detail in nature. Boies’s workbook records Sprague-Smith’s ad-

vice: “If you are in the country, there will be wild carrots, poppies, golden rod, asters, thistles,

blue and white, and butterflies. Sit down and watch the poppies bend when the wind blows.

Notice the lines of the poppies to the ground, how they grow; notice them when a storm is

coming. . . . See the color of the green leaves when the sun shines through them. Lie on the

ground and see the shapes between the leaves, its mass against the sky. . . . As soon as you take

the veil off your eyes, see nature, gather impressions, you will be a greater artist.” The precise

visual descriptiveness of Boies’s early floral subjects demonstrates that she took Sprague-Smith’s

words to heart.

In the fall of the same year, Boies attended an exhibition of Japanese prints from the

Howard Mansfield collection, which prompted her to compose a description of Japanese print-

making methods “based on the writings of ‘Mr. Fen’” (that is, Ernest Fenollosa).13 Around this

time, she probably taught Ethel Mars, who was also in New York, the printing techniques she

had learned under Dow’s instruction.14

c o l o r  w o o d b l o c k  p r i n t s
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figure 4. Arthur Wesley Dow (American, 1857–1922),
The Dory, about 1895. Color woodcut print, 5 x 2 1/4

inches. The Dicke Collection



M A R R I A G E  A N D  PA R I S

On September 13, 1904, in New York, Boies married her former classmate from the Art Acad-

emy of Cincinnati, James Roy Hopkins (fig. 6), who had moved to Paris in 1902 but returned

to ask for her hand (fig. 7).15 As a wedding gift, her father took the newlyweds on a round-the-

world trip (fig. 8). They visited Egypt, India, China, and—most important for Edna Boies

Hopkins’s development as a printmaker—Japan, where she studied traditional printmaking

techniques (fig. 9).16 While there, she may have met the American printmaker Helen Hyde

(1868–1919), who in 1899 had been introduced to Arthur Wesley Dow and Ernest Fenellosa.

Presumably, Hopkins produced the small woodblock print Apple Blossoms (cat. no. 22) during

their time in Japan. The print, which is in the style of nineteenth-century ukiyo-e (such as the

floral and bird composition by Katsushika Hokusai shown in fig. 10), is the only one by Hop-

kins known to bear a chop—an artist’s stamp, or seal—of a stylized design of three sailboats.

e d n a  b o i e s  h o p k i n s
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figure 5. Edna Boies Hopkins, Ginger Jar. Cast and chased bronze, 3 1/2 x 3 inches. Cincinnati Art
Museum, Museum Purchase from the Emma Mendenhall Estate



figure 6. James Roy Hopkins, about 1905. 
Collection of Deborah Leighton

figure 8. Newlywed Edna Boies
Hopkins aboard the Theodor
bound for Japan, 1904. Collection
of Deborah Leighton

figure 7. Marriage certificate of James Roy
Hopkins and Edna Bell Beachboard Boies,
September 13, 1904. Collection of Nancy Bullard



figure 9. Edna Boies Hopkins
in Japan, about 1905. Collection
of Dr. Richard T. Alexander Jr.

figure 10. Hokusai (Japanese, 1760–1849), Hydrangea and Swallow, about 1830–34.
Color woodblock print, 9 7/8 x 14 3/8 inches. Private collection



Interestingly, James seems to have tried his hand at producing woodblock prints in these early

years of their marriage. An image of a Saharan mosque in the desert is probably his work, and

several other color woodblock prints are known to be by him.17

The year following their honeymoon travels, the couple took an apartment in Paris (figs.

11 and 12), where they remained for the next decade.18 Shortly thereafter, Ethel Mars and Maud

Squire—along with many other young American artists—joined the growing number of Ameri-

can expatriates in the French capital. Their ten years in Paris were a rewarding time for Edna

and James Hopkins, despite the fact that their personal styles, temperaments, and artistic goals

could not have been more different.19 While her husband pursued an academic career in paint-

ing, Edna worked hard at printmaking and began to develop her style independently, exploring

in earnest the lessons she had learned from Dow.

Her delicate floral prints from this early period, which generally measure about 11 x 7

inches (approximately the size of an oban, the rectangular format used most commonly by

Japanese printmakers), are still highly imitative of Japanese floral prints, even in the use of a

red peapod signature chop (fig. 13).20 Examples such as Acacia (cat. no. 20) and Pea Plant (cat.

no. 49) demonstrate a somewhat formulaic but nevertheless graceful approach. Hopkins almost

always placed the plant or flower in silhouette against a plain, usually gray or unprinted, back-

ground. The neutral backdrop often shows the natural grain of the wood, an enlivening feature

found in Japanese prints. For these early works, Hopkins followed conventional Japanese print-

making techniques. Relatively soon, however—about 1907—she abandoned the use of a key

block, just as Dow had done not many years before.

S O U R C E S  A N D  I N F L U E N C E S

In the male-dominated art world of the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries, botanical and

floral works had been the preferred genteel subject matter for women artists.21 By the Victorian

era, numerous women printmakers in England, such as S. Maund (active 1840s) and Elizabeth

Twining (1805–1899), were producing illustrations for botanical books and periodicals, al-

though they were rarely credited for their work. In the United States, Harriet Miner (1799–1871)

created the illustrations for the first American book printed in chromolithography, Orchids: The

Royal Family of Plants.22 As a printmaker and a woman artist, Hopkins would have been aware

of this legacy.

Likewise, she was thoroughly versed in her working medium, the woodblock print, which

by its very nature emphasizes flatness and value over tone and dimensional illusion. A concern

c o l o r  w o o d b l o c k  p r i n t s
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figure 11. The Hopkins apartment in Paris, Edna in mirror, about 1905. 
Collection of Nancy Bullard

figure 12. The Hopkins apartment living room in Paris, about 1905. Collection
of Nancy Bullard



with simplified areas of flat color was one of the

major tenets of the Nabis artists Pierre Bonnard

(1867–1947) and Edouard Vuillard (1868–1940),

whose flattened style similarly was indebted to

Japanese prints. This quality was also evident, 

to a lesser degree, in the delicately colored 

and atmospheric lithographs of Maurice Denis

(1870–1943), which almost always avoid deep

perspective in favor of shallow, highly com-

pressed space. Printed works by the Nabis and

their contemporaries were readily available in

late nineteenth-century print albums such as

L’Album des peintres-graveurs (1896), L’Estampe

et l’affiche (1897), and L’Album d’estampes origi-

nales de la Galerie Vollard (1897), all published by Ambroise Vollard. These publications in-

cluded striking woodcuts by, among others, the Norwegian Expressionist Edvard Munch

(1863–1944), the Swiss painter Félix Vallotton (1865–1925), and the little-known Scottish artist

James Pitcairn-Knowles (1863–1954), all of whom influenced early twentieth-century print-

makers. Pitcairn-Knowles’s woodcut Le Bain (fig.14), published in L’Album des peintres-

graveurs, is remarkably Modernist in its strong simplification of form and its utilization of the

wood grain of the printing blocks, prefiguring the Provincetown Printers’ “white-line” tech-

nique, which Hopkins would later adopt.

Hopkins and her printmaking colleagues would certainly have known these contemporary

publications in Paris. The images illustrated in their pages, as well as the paintings and prints

exhibited at the annual Salon d’Automne, may have influenced Hopkins’s style, just as they 

did those of her expatriate associates Mars and Squire.23 It is likely, too, that the prints of Paul

Gauguin (1848–1903) and the Pont-Aven School provided Hopkins with further inspiration

for the figurative works she would produce in Kentucky in 1917.

Ukiyo-e prints were also easily accessible in Parisian museums, art galleries, and private

collections; Paris, of course, was one of the first cities in which Japanese prints had been “dis-

covered” by Western artists. Already familiar to Hopkins from her studies with Dow and her

c o l o r  w o o d b l o c k  p r i n t s
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figure 13. Edna Boies Hopkins’s red “Peapod” chop



travels to Japan, the woodblock prints

of ukiyo-e artists such as Hokusai

(1760–1849), Isoda Koryusai (active

about 1764–1788), Kitagawa Utamaro

(1753–1806), and Kitao Masayoshi

(1764–1824) clearly had an effect on her

early works.24

Another source that had to be

equally important for Hopkins’s devel-

opment as a floral artist were the gar-

dens of Claude Monet (1840–1926), for

she and her husband were frequent visi-

tors at his Giverny home.25 There, she

must have been enchanted not only with the colorful gardens, which offered her ample floral

specimens to study and sketch, but also with Monet’s collection of Japanese prints, many of

which hung in the common rooms of his home. It is even possible that Monet’s series paintings

of the 1890s, along with his near-obsessive representations of the gardens and lily pond at Giverny,

may have spurred Hopkins to greater experimentation.

In about 1909 or 1910, Hopkins’s work began to show a far greater interest in vibrant color

—a concern that was to remain important throughout her career. Certainly, the effects of 

Fauvism, with its emphasis on bold, pure color, had begun to be assimilated by other artists,

but it is just as plausible that Hopkins was influenced by the brilliant, rich colors she saw in

Monet’s paintings from the 1890s onward. Where previously she had favored gray or pale

monochromatic backgrounds to set off her delicate silhouetted images of flowers and plants,

Hopkins experimented with deeply colored backgrounds of indigo blue and fiery orange, not

unlike the colors used by some late nineteenth-century Japanese artists, including Toyokuni III

(1786–1864) and Toyohara Kunichika (1835–1900). In order to maintain a proper relationship

between her subject and its background, Hopkins also employed brighter, richer colors in her

flowers. An example from this period is Datura, one version of which is now in the collection

e d n a  b o i e s  h o p k i n s
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figure 14. James Pitcairn-Knowles 
(Scottish, 1863–1954), Le Bain, 1896. Color
woodblock print from L’Album des peintres-
graveurs. The New York Public Library, Astor,
Lenox and Tilden Foundations



of the Museum of Fine Arts, Boston (cat. no. 29). Hopkins achieved the exquisite background

for this strong diagonal composition by printing magenta over an area previously printed en-

tirely in yellow.

Another impression of the same print, now in the collection of the Hood Museum of Art

(cat. no. 29), is printed in pale yellow against a yellow-gray background. The difference be-

tween the two images could not be more dramatic, but it parallels the color contrasts found

in Monet’s series paintings of a single subject as seen in different light or weather conditions.

Her willingness to introduce diverse color schemes within an edition of one image shows Hop-

kins to be adventurous, not conforming to the usual printmaking standards of uniformity within

editions. In her shift toward bolder, more dramatically colored images, she assimilated many

different influences—traditional, cross-cultural, and thoroughly modern—and her style evolved

rapidly as she became more technically confident and sure of her artistic direction.

T R AV E L S  A N D  R E P U T A T I O N  I N  E U R O P E

The inscriptions on a series of studies (cat. no. XI) for the print Eucalyptus (cat. no. 31) in the

collection of the New York Public Library show that Hopkins and her husband traveled outside

France. The works, variously inscribed “Italy,” “Porto Maurizio Italy,” and “Mme. Rapis’ Gar-

den,” and some bearing the date 1909, illustrate that Hopkins visited the province of Imperia,

Liguria, on the Italian Riviera, just across the Franco-Italian border. The studies likewise

demonstrate that Sprague-Smith’s advocacy of “truth to nature” still affected Hopkins, for she

worked from actual flowers seen in specific gardens. Although she was beginning to experiment

with brighter color and with positive and negative space, Hopkins’s subject matter remained

firmly grounded in observed reality.

A small sketchbook indicates that Edna and James also traveled throughout France.26 It

contains studies of old French villages identified as “Montargis 1914,” church steeples labeled

“Fromentville,” and presumably Breton landscapes, images that may in fact span any number

of years before and after World War I. Hopkins might have made one sketch, depicting a grand

Victorian house in Cincinnati, after the couple returned to Ohio in the summer of 1914. Of

special interest are several floral studies (figs. 15 and 16), probably made on the spot, with pen-

ciled annotations regarding proper colors, as well as additional pages devoted to ideas for in-

teresting color combinations (fig. 17).

Hopkins appears to have been systematic in the way that she marketed her work, garnering

awards and building a solid reputation in Paris. She was invited to join important artistic societies

c o l o r  w o o d b l o c k  p r i n t s
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such as the Société Nationale des Beaux-Arts, the Société du Salon d’Automne, the Société des

Artistes Décorateurs, the Société Internationale des Gravures sur Bois, and the Société Inter-

nationale des Gravures en Couleurs, the latter founded by the French virtuoso printmaker

Auguste Lepère (1849–1918). Through regular exhibition of her work, she placed examples of

her woodblock prints in a number of major European collections, including the Bibliothèque

d’Art et d’Archéologie Jacques Doucet in Paris, the Museum für Kunst und Gewerbe in Berlin,

the Nationalmuseum in Stockholm, and the Walker Art Gallery in Liverpool.27 In 1913, eight of

Hopkins’s color woodblock prints were selected for exhibition in the Salon d’Automne, shown

at the Grand Palais des Champs-Elysées in Paris from November 15, 1913, to January 5, 1914.28

R E T U R N  T O  C I N C I N N A T I

Edna and James remained in Paris until the summer of 1914, when, because of mounting po-

litical tensions in Europe, they returned to Cincinnati, where James accepted a teaching po-

sition at the Art Academy.29 Although Edna would successfully exhibit her work several times

in Cincinnati—at the Art Museum (in 1914, 1917, and posthumously in 1942), the Woman’s Art

Club (in 1914), and the MacDowell Society (in 1916)—she would not claim the Queen City

exclusively as her home.30 Accustomed as she was to the sophistication and bohemian atmos-

phere of Paris, with her husband’s blessing she frequently returned to the more cosmopolitan

East Coast. With the exception of extended visits to James in Cincinnati and her father in

Michigan, Hopkins divided her time between Provincetown, Massachusetts, where she taught

printmaking; New York City, where she maintained a studio; and Brightwater, Maine, where

the Hopkinses owned a cottage. Cincinnati was nevertheless pleased to claim the couple as resi-

dents and frequently noted their accomplishments with pride.

An undated, presumably early 1915, Cincinnati newspaper article refers to a talk that Hopkins

gave to the Cincinnati Porcelain League in the winter of 1914–15:

Mrs. James R. Hopkins, who has such an interesting place in the local art colony [this] winter,
gave one of the most interesting talks of the season before the Porcelain league last weekend.
Mr. and Mrs. Hopkins, who came here from Paris, France, have been great acquisitions to the
local art world this winter. Mrs. Hopkins is a color printer and has achieved great success in
her field. Many of her prints shown at the Art museum early this season attracted the greatest
interest of art lovers. In her little talk Saturday she showed this Porcelain league just how she
works. . . . Mrs. Hopkins used for her demonstration the illustration of the MacDowell society
pierrot and pierrette ball invitation [cat. no. 18] which she designed and which called forth so

e d n a  b o i e s  h o p k i n s
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figure 15. Edna Boies Hopkins, Study for 
Cone Flowers, about 1910–14. Graphite on paper, 
5 x 7 inches. Collection of Deborah Leighton

figure 16. Edna Boies Hopkins, Flower
Study, about 1910–14. Graphite on paper, 
5 x 7 inches. Collection of Deborah Leighton

figure 17. Edna Boies Hopkins, color annotations,
about 1910–14. Collection of Deborah Leighton



much praise. She had with her the six original wood-
blocks which she had engraved for these clever invita-
tions and showed, step by step, the process of engraving
this series of blocks, one for each color.31

Hopkins had exhibited several watercolor floral

studies at the Pennsylvania Academy of Fine Arts in

Philadelphia as early as 1907,32 but her first major exhi-

bition occurred in Cincinnati when she showed a 

selection of prints at the Cincinnati Art Museum in

October and November of 1914 (fig. 18). This was im-

mediately followed by an exhibition at the Brooks Reed

Gallery at 19 Arlington Street in Boston, from Novem-

ber to December. In 1915, she exhibited sixteen floral

woodblock prints at the Panama-Pacific International Exposition in San Francisco and was

awarded a silver medal.33 In November of the same year, Hopkins was included in a group ex-

hibition at the Cincinnati Woman’s Art Club, in which she showed Garden Flowers (cat. no.

35), Trumpet Vine (cat. no. 67), and Zinnias and Sweet William (cat. no. 74).34 One local critic

noted of her works in this exhibition, “Her gay little wood block prints are the quintessence of

modern color and design,”35 indicating that her work was considered to be at the forefront of

modern artistic style. By this time, Hopkins had begun summering in Provincetown, where a

variety of artists were experimenting with Modernism.

P R O V I N C E T O W N

Provincetown (fig. 19), touted in a 1916 Boston Globe headline as the “Biggest Artist Colony

in the World,”36 is a charming little fishing town at the tip of Cape Cod with a long history of

personal and artistic freedom. In the early twentieth century, its inexpensive housing was also

a great attraction to hundreds of young artists who moved there during the summers seeking

an invigorating atmosphere, beautiful light, and the opportunity to study with the great Ameri-

can painter and teacher Charles Hawthorne (1872–1930). Following their return from Paris in

e d n a  b o i e s  h o p k i n s
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figure 18. Exhibition catalogue of Hopkins’s prints at the
Cincinnati Art Museum, 1914. Cincinnati Art Museum



1914, Ethel Mars and Maud Squire had settled in Provincetown, where they were joined by Ada

Gilmore (Chaffee) (1883–1955) and Mildred “Dolly” McMillen (1884–about 1940), both for-

mer pupils of Mars in Paris.37 Together with Juliette Nichols (about 1870–after 1957), Bror

Julius Olsson Nordfeldt (1878–1955), and later Blanche Lazzell (1878–1956), all of whom ar-

rived in 1915, they became the core group of the Provincetown Printers. A Cincinnati news-

paper article from November 1915 mentions Hopkins’s return from the Massachusetts artists’

colony, confirming her presence in Provincetown during the summer or fall of that year.38

Although Hopkins appears not to have remained on Cape Cod during many of its harsh

winters and generally is not included among the founding members of the Provincetown Print-

ers (Mars, Squire, Gilmore, McMillen, Nichols, and Nordfeldt), she nevertheless spent signifi-

cant amounts of time in the town and participated in the camaraderie and creative energy of

its art environment. Provincetown was, and still is, a small, tight-knit community. Living and

working together closely, the Provincetown Printers were able to easily share artistic develop-

ments and technical innovations with one another.39

The most important of these developments was the so-called white-line, or single-block,

method, whose invention is usually credited to Nordfeldt.40 Impatient with the need to carve

c o l o r  w o o d b l o c k  p r i n t s
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figure 19. Artists class on the beach, Provincetown, Massachusetts, about 1915–20. Vintage postcard. 
Collection of the author




















































