Ben Nicholson
Tree, Column and Moon
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Francis, in partnership with Larkhall Fine Art, is exhibiting 18 etching and drypoint prints by British artist
Ben Nicholson (1894 — 1982). The prints were created during a short yet prolific period in the r960s while
Nicholson was living in Ticino, Switzerland. Writing in 1976, Nicholson described his fascination with

etching:

Working on a copper plate is an extraordinary experience... the necessity of reducing my ideas to a system
of lines interests me... My hand can at any point decide to make a curve, or other lines can join yet a larger

curve or still another straight line even more rigid than one drawn with a ruler.

Etched into a primed copper plate that is then toned and printed, Nicholson’s gestures present a juxtaposition
of curved and straight lines, producing abstract, geometric forms. Many take still lifes of goblets and bottles
as their subject; elsewhere, column capitals, sundials, domes and cloisters meet the forms of trees and crescent
moons, demonstrating Nicholson’s preoccupation with the landscapes and classical architecture of Italy,
Greece and Turkey. Some compositions, such as Forms in a Landscape, are elegantly simple, balancing a
series of sharp, essential strokes with minimal overlap. Others, such as Aegean, are more layered, and printed
with a darker tone; here, smooth waves sweep across a multitude of forms, while a tight web scratches along

the top of the composition, evoking the contrast of crashing waves with the tranquillity of the sea’s depths.

The prints were mostly published in editions of 50, while some in the show were created outside of these
editions. Many come from the archive of Francois Lafranca, the Swiss printmaker who worked with

Nicholson to produce his etchings. Writing in 1983, Lafranca reflected on his role as Nicholson’s printmaker:

The function of the pressman for the engraver can be likened to the function of the musician for the
composer... he enters the universe of the artist and assists him in conveying bis feeling, while adding

something of his own.

Lafranca came to work with Nicholson after a chance encounter in an art shop in 1965. Lafranca was
working as a painter, and had begun to dabble in etching and woodcuts. While he was purchasing printer’s
ink, the storeowner asked Lafranca if he knew of a printmaker for a client of his. Lafranca, who was

inexperienced at the time, ‘bluffed and claimed to be in a position to print such works,” he wrote.

The pair produced all of Nicholson’s prints during this period, which involved over 120 etchings in four
years. Nicholson used to visit Lafranca’s studio to decide on formats, and engrave the plates at his home,
before returning to the studio to acidify the plates and begin printing. Many of the proofs that have survived
have notes written by Nicholson, instructing Lafranca on how the plate should be toned, wiped and printed.
‘During this period I would go once or twice a week to Ben Nicholson’s house,” wrote Lafranca. ‘At 75 he
worked 11 hours a day and did not let himself be disturbed.” The work continued until 1968, when Nicholson

declared his etching phase to be over.

‘Nicholson was strict about the integrity of the print runs,” wrote Lafranca. ‘After signing, the plates were
scratched, partly by himself, partly by me.” Two such cancelled copper plates feature in the show: one
accompanying Storm Over Paros — an etching of sharp lines contrasting with a foreboding, heavy tone; and
Palaestra with Moon — a proof also cancelled by Nicholson with a mark in blue ink, offering an intriguing

alimpsestic image, and an insight into Nicholson’s working process.
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Lauren Lott of Larkhall Fine Art, along with her late husband, Nicholas, has dealt in Nicholson’s etchings
and drypoints since 1996. The pair tracked down Frangois Lafranca and visited his home in Cerentino,
Ticino, on several occasions over the years. “When Ben Nicholson left Switzerland in 1974, he left behind

a huge body of work: etchings, drypoints, artist’s proofs and copper plates. Some time after, Lafranca was
given the right to dispose of these items as he saw fit,” says Lott. “While the reliefs are purely abstract, there
has always been a thread of Nicholson’s preoccupation with nature and geometry running through them:
void and solid, circle and square, black and white. Nicholson’s favourite props — mugs, goblets, bottles,
and teapots — reappear throughout his long career. The abstract reliefs are architectonic by nature, so it is
understandable that a fascination with architecture, line, form, and order became a logical development in

Nicholson’s oeuvre.”
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Ben Nicholson (1894 — 1982) was a leading British modernist and abstract
artist. He was born in Denham, Buckinghamshire, to the artists William
Nicholson and Mabel Pryde, and studied in London at the Slade School of
Art from 1910-11. Much of Nicholson’s early work consisted of traditional
landscapes and still life paintings, inspired by the work of his father. In the
19208, he began experimenting with geometric forms. He made several trips
to Paris in the early 1930s, visiting the studios of Mondrian, Brancusi and
Picasso, whose styles, such as neoplasticism and cubism, were distilled into

his own approach to abstraction, evident in his paintings and relief works.

In 1938, Nicholson married his second wife, the sculptor Barbara
Hepworth, and relocated to St Ives, Cornwall. He had visited the town a
decade earlier, where he was moved by the work of British naive painter
Alfred Wallis. During their time living there, St Ives became a centre for
abstract developments in British art, attracting other artists such as Russian

constructivist sculptor Naum Gabo to join them.

Nicholson married his third wife, photographer Felicitas Vogler, in 1957,
and moved to Castagnola, Switzerland the following year. It was during this
period that he embarked on his etching and drypoint printmaking phase,
making the acquaintance of Swiss printmaker Francois Lafranca in 1965.

In 1971, Nicholson split up with Vogler and returned to the UK, eventually

settling in his final home in Hampstead.

During his career, Nicholson won the Carnegie Prize in 1952, the first
Guggenheim International Painting Prize in 1956, and received the British
Order of Merit in 1968. A major retrospective of his work was held at

the Tate Gallery in London in 1955, where some of his pieces can still be
viewed today. His work also features in the permanent collections of Tate
St Ives, Kettle’s Yard, and the Hepworth Wakefield in the UK, as well as
The Museum of Modern Art in New York, and the Walker Art Center in

Minneapolis, to name a few.



COLUMN AND TREE (1967) TENEMENT (1957)




MUG, GOBLET AND SQUARE (1965) SINGLE TURKISH FORM (1967)




TURKISH SUNDIAL BETWEEN TWO TURKISH FORMS (1967) PATMOS MONASTERY (1967)







FORMS IN A LANDSCAPE (1965) FRAGMENT OF TUSCAN CATHEDRAL (1966)




TREE, COLUMN AND MOON (1967) TWO AND A HALF GOBLETS (C.1967)




GLASSTOPPED BOTTLE (1967) OLYMPIC FRAGMENT (1960)




PALAESTRA WITH MOON (1967) — with copper plate




STORM OVER PAROS (1967) — with copper plate 22 23 PAROS WITH BALCONY (1965) — with copper plate



exhibition partner

Larkhall Fine Art

gallery director
Rosa Park

gallery manager

Dori Deng

exhibitions coordinator

Molly Cropper

artwork photos

Rich Stapleton

words
Ollie Horne

sub-editor
Ruth Ainsworth

catalogue design
Studio Faculty

exhibit location

Francis Gallery, Bath



pg. 6
COLUMN AND TREE (signed)

Etching with hand colouring. 1967

artwork: W 20omm, H 30omm

framed: w 372mm, H 486mm, D 32mm

pg. 7
TENEMENT (unsigned proof)

Drypoint with poem. 1957

artwork: W 175mm, H 315mm

framed: w 485mm, H §58mm, D 32mm

pg. 8
MUG, GOBLET AND SQUARE

Drypoint. 1965

artwork: W 195mm, H 245mm

framed: w 388mm, H 484mm, D 32mm

pg- 9
SINGLE TURKISH FORM
(unsigned proof)

Etching on heavy wove paper. 1967

artwork: W 1o5mm, H 315mm

framed: w 288mm, H 484mm, D 32mm

pg. 10
TURKISH SUNDIAL BETWEEN

TWO TURKISH FORMS (signed
proof with annotation)

Etching on heavy wove paper. 1967

artwork: W 340mm, H 250mm

framed: w 585mm, H 440mm, D 32mm

pg. 11
PATMOS MONASTERY (unsigned proof)

Etching. 1967

artwork: W 455mm, H 340mm

framed: W 646mm, H §23mm, D 32mm

pg. 12
AEGEAN (signed)

Etching with black ink additions. 1967

artwork: w 29omm, H 18omm

framed: w 6o5mm, H s30mm, D 30mm

pg. 14
FORMS IN A LANDSCAPE

Etching. 1966

artwork: W 21§mm, H 200mm

print: W 313mm, H 320mm

pg- 15
FRAGMENT OF
TUSCAN CATHEDRAL

Etching. 1966

artwork: W 1somm, H 200mm

framed: w 38omm, H 435mm, D Tsmm

pg. 16
TREE, COLUMN AND MOON

(unsigned proof)
Etching on heavy wove paper. 1967

artwork: W 440omm, H 440mm

print: W 5oomm, H §6omm

pPg- 17
TWO AND A HALF GOBLETS

(uncatalogued)

Etching. c1967

artwork: W 20omm, H 250mm

print: W 32omm, H 375mm

pg. 18
GLASSTOPPED BOTTLE

(unsigned proof)
Etching on heavy wove paper. 1967

artwork: W 25omm, H 36omm

framed: w 450mm, H 565mm, D 26mm

peg- 19
OLYMPIC FRAGMENT (signed)

Etching. 1960

artwork: W 24omm, H 20omm

framed: W 543mm, H 462mm, D T4mm

pg. 21
PALAESTRA WITH MOON

(with copper plate) (cancelled proof)

Defaced proof etching, sold with the cancelled copper
plate. 1967

artwork: W T7o0mm, H 320mm
framed: w 4oomm, H §20mm, D 26mm
copper plate: w 175mm, H 320mm

copper plate framed: w 390mm, H §35mm, D 32mm
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pg. 22
STORM OVER PAROS

(with copper plate) (with annotation)

Etching, sold with the cancelled copper
plate. 1967

artwork: W 320mm, H 28omm
framed: w §tomm, H 460omm, D 27mm

copper plate: w 325mm, H 283mm

pP§- 23
PAROS WITH BALCONY
(with copper plate) (unsigned proof)

Etching on heavy wove paper, sold with the
cancelled copper plate. 1965

artwork: W 245mm, H 185mm
framed: w 437mm, H 378mm, D 32mm
copper plate: w 250mm, H 185mm

copper plate framed: W 437mm, H 378mm, D 32mm
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