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“Containers of Ideas”: The Collection of 
Printmaking Artifacts of Philip Hofer

Caroline Duroselle-Melish

In 1939, shortly after his arrival at harvard as founding curator 
of the Department of Printing and Graphic Arts in the Treasure Room of Widener 
Library, Philip Hofer started planning an exhibition on early modern printmaking 

techniques, for, as he wrote to a correspondent, such an exhibition was greatly needed 
and few had been mounted in the country at the time.1 Hofer intended the show to be on 
permanent display and to comprise not only prints but also a number of printmaking 
surfaces, including woodblocks and copper plates from his collection.

Hofer’s plan for an exhibition on the subject of technique so early in his tenure at 
Harvard reflected his view of the field of graphic arts: technique was the necessary point 
of departure for understanding the prints and illustrated books he collected, and such 
knowledge included the examination and the collecting of the printmaking surfaces 
used to produce images. Such reflections were the fruits of his formative years first as a 
student and collector, then as a curator, teacher, and publisher. They were shaped by the 
reproductive print tradition of the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries and in 
response to the world of graphic arts from the 1920s and 1930s.

Philip Hofer was born in 1898 into a well-to-do family from Cincinnati, Ohio.2 
After obtaining his undergraduate degree from Harvard in 1921, he moved back to 
Ohio where he worked in the family coal business for several years. In 1927, he returned 
to Harvard to get a masters degree in fine arts. After graduating, Hofer went to live 
in New York and worked in investment banking, taking care of the family’s wealth 
after his father died in 1929. During this period, he also built a reputation as a fine 

 This article is an extended, fully documented version of a talk given at the 2010 meeting of the 
Renaissance Society of America in Venice, Italy. The author would like to thank Ilaria Andreoli for 
inviting her to give a paper there, Hope Mayo for reading the text and encouraging her to submit it for 
publication, and Susan Gonzales for providing invaluable assistance in the Harvard Art Museums Archives. 
  1 Letter from Philip Hofer to T. Stephenson, January 16, 1939, Department of Printing and Graphic 
Arts Departmental Files, Houghton Library (cited hereafter as P&GA Files).

 2 For an account of Hofer’s personal and professional life, see William Bentinck-Smith, “Prince of 
the Eye: Philip Hofer and the Harvard Library,” Harvard Library Bulletin 32, no. 4 (Fall 1984): 317–347.
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Figure 3.1.  Alexandre Iacovleff. Portrait of Philip Hofer. Paris, 1928.  56 x 44 cm.  
MS Typ 714, Department of Printing and Graphic Arts, Houghton Library.
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collector that led to his appointment in 1930 as “Advisor for the Spencer Collection” 
of “illuminated books and manuscripts and works of fine printing, illustration, and 
binding” at the New York Public Library, while continuing to work in finance. His 
main responsibility at the NYPL was to advise trustees of the library on purchases for 
the collection. In 1934, he joined the staff of the Pierpont Morgan Library, then headed 
by Belle da Costa Greene, as assistant director. This appointment turned out to be an 
unhappy arrangement, and in 1937 he resigned. Shortly after, in 1938, he received an 
offer to work at Harvard and to establish a Department of Printing and Graphic Arts 
in the Treasure Room of the Widener Library where rare books and manuscripts were 
then housed. In 1942 when Houghton Library opened its doors, Hofer became its first 
curator of Printing and Graphic Arts. 

Hofer started collecting books seriously when he was an undergraduate. By the 
time he was a graduate student, he was a collector of medieval manuscripts, books, 
prints, and drawings. His interest in the latter was perhaps encouraged by his mother, 
herself a collector of drawings and other artworks.3 His collecting preferences, however, 
were clearly stated in a 1934 letter to Fogg Art Museum director Paul Sachs: Hofer 
knew best “books, manuscripts, drawings [. . .] in that order.” 4 No doubt, the course 
“The History of the Printed Book” that he took in graduate school had nurtured his 
enthusiasm for books. Taught by George Parker Winship, assistant librarian in charge 
of Harvard’s collection of rare books and manuscripts, the course dealt with the cultural 
and social history of book production, mainly from the fifteenth century.5 One of the 
main components of the course pertained to the collecting of books and the training 
of “the taste of book-buyers,” which involved learning how to evaluate books as art 
objects, that is, mostly, for their aesthetic qualities. 

Within the sphere of books, Hofer quickly carved out for himself a collecting niche: 
the field of illustrated books. The fact that he sold 200 books from his library in 1933 in 
New York indicates a shift in his interests.6 Specifically, he desired to depart from the 

 3 Letter from Paul Sachs to Hofer, October 7, 1927, HC3, box 44, fl 869, Harvard Art Museums 
Archives (cited hereafter as HAMA).

 4 Letter from Hofer to Paul Sachs, April 22, 1934, HC3, box 45, fl 871, HAMA. In another letter to 
Paul Sachs, Hofer described his early collection of drawings as “entirely a dilettante selection”: March 10, 
1944, HC3, box 45, fl 876, HAMA.

 5 Michael B. Winship, “Fine Arts 5e: The Invention and the Aftermath” in George Parker Winship 
as Librarian, Typophile and Teacher: Talks by Thomas R. Adams, Martin W. Hutner, and Michael B. Winship, 
Delivered in the Memorial Rooms of the Harry Elkins Widener Memorial Library on April 17, 1997; Together 
with a List of Students in Fine Arts 5e Compiled by Mariana S. Oller (Cambridge, Mass.: Harvard College 
Library, 1999), 28–40.

 6 Ritter-Hopson Galleries, Press Books, First Editions, Colored Plate Books and Other Choice 
Selections from the Library of Philip Hofer, New York City: Unrestricted Public Auction . . . (New York City: 
Ritter-Hopson Galleries, 1933); and Bentinck-Smith, 331.
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conventional taste for first editions and Anglo-American fine press books of the late 
nineteenth and early twentieth centuries. Similarly, in his new collecting orientation, 
Hofer did not systematically purchase incunabula but went for the lesser known 
(and therefore less expensive) sixteenth- and seventeenth-century illustrated books.7 
Hofer was becoming a selective and sharp collector preferring quality to quantity; his 
frequent trips to Europe were hunting excursions to capture select trophies, even when 
other collectors would not have considered them such. In many respects, he already 
deserved the title “Prince of the Eye,” he was later given.8

Whenever possible, he tried to document the entire chain of production of a 
printed image. In the early 1930s, he started acquiring drawings for book illustrations 
and printmaking surfaces. During this period he purchased William Blake’s series of 
drawings intended for the engravings of The Book of Job, as well as a plate engraved by 
the artist for Gay’s Beggar’s Opera.9 At the age of 32, Hofer had one of the best private 
collections of Francisco Goya prints and drawings in the world, and he owned three of 
the artist’s etched plates.10 His collection also included a lithographic stone and several 
woodblocks by Honoré Daumier. Beyond their historical and aesthetic value, these 
artifacts satisfied his passion for objects, and gave him “pride and joy,” as he explained 
to a correspondent.11 As with his books and manuscripts acquisitions, Hofer collected 
prints, drawings, and printmaking matrices produced in various countries over a wide 
range of time.12

In his activities as curator, Hofer demonstrated early on a strong interest in 
the technical aspect of printmaking. The first exhibit he organized at the New York 
Public Library was on the art and technique of the woodcut.13 A number of shows 

 7 William A. Jackson, “The Hofer Collection,” no. 24 in the Contemporary Collectors series, The 
Book Collector 9 (Summer and Autumn 1960): 151-164, 292-300; and Philip Hofer, “The Illustration of Books,” 
The Dolphin, no. 3 (1938): 400.

 8 Bentinck-Smith, 317.
 9 Letter from Hofer to Paul Sachs, October 7, 1930, HC3, box 44, fl 869, HAMA; and William Blake, 

Illustrations of the Book of Job . . . Reproduced in Facsimile from the Original ‘New Zealand’ Set Made about 
1823–4, in the Possession of Philip Hofer, with a Note by Philip Hofer (New York: E. P. Dutton, 1937), 6.

10 Letter from Hofer to T. Stephenson, January 16, 1939, P&GA Files.
11 Letter from Hofer to Fred Anthoensen, February 28, 1945, P&GA Files: “I have four Daumier 

blocks and they are my pride and joy.”
12 Hofer also collected the works of contemporary artists such as Eric Gill: see Fogg Art Museum, 

Harvard University, Loan Exhibition of Work of Five Contemporary English Artists; Engravings, Drawings, 
Water Colours, Illustrated Books, & Small Carvings. Introduction by A. Graham Carey; Catalogued by Alfonso 
Ossorio. ([Cambridge, Mass.: The Museum], 1936.) 

13 Hofer, “An Exhibition of Woodcut Book Illustration,” Bulletin of the New York Public Library  
35, no. 1 (January 1931): 19–22.
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on book illustration followed, often including an exploration of a technical aspect of 
printmaking. More significantly, Hofer mounted in 1935 at the Pierpont Morgan library 
an exhibition entitled “Color in Printing, 1450–1850.” 14 This was the first comprehensive 
show on the subject, and it was a remarkable endeavor at a time when the public was 
used to thinking of early prints and books only in black and white.

From the beginning of his collecting career,  Hofer was a frequent lecturer in cultural 
institutions around the country. Many of his talks dealt with historical printmaking 
processes and the illustrated books they helped to produce. These subjects were often 
included in a broader discussion on book illustration within society. Likewise, his early 
writings used technique as a starting point for a broader art historical argument.15 Each 
essay, exhibition, and lecture points toward Hofer’s increasing interest in processes, 
which, in turn, generated new acquisitions for his collection.

Within this context it is no wonder that the Department of Printing and Graphic 
Arts that Hofer founded at Harvard was multifaceted and included not only illuminated 
manuscripts, books produced in different centuries and countries, prints and drawings, 
and reference books, but also closely related printing artifacts such as a hand press, 
some fine examples of woodblocks, copper plates, and lithographic stones.16 Hofer’s 
purchases for the department and for his private collection were at that time wholly 
entwined and remained so throughout his tenure at Harvard.

Hofer’s 1939 idea of a permanent exhibition at Harvard on printmaking processes 
reflected, therefore, some of the patterns of his earlier collecting and professional 
activities. His plan for the show was to focus on major historical techniques and their 
modern counterparts, while also including a case on color printing. There were to be 
seven cases in all, each dedicated to a particular technique (i.e., woodcut, engraving, 
wood engraving, lithography, mezzotint and stipple, aquatint, and color printing).17 
In each section, Hofer planned to display, in addition to prints, the matrices, knives, 
and tools used to create them. He established a list of the items he wished to acquire 
for the show—to complement the printmaking surfaces he already owned—and asked 
one of his British dealers to find these objects: a sixteenth-century woodblock (ideally, 

14 News-letter of the American Institute of Graphic Arts (New York), no. 36 (February 1935): 13–15.
15 See, for example, Hofer’s first articles in  Bulletin of the New York Public Library, including “An 

Exhibition of Woodcut Book Illustration.” In 1933–1934, Hofer gave a series of fifteen lectures on illustration 
processes at New York University; his notes are preserved as 2003MH-8, box 3, Houghton Library.

16 For a description of the Department of Printing and Arts at its inception, see Hofer, “The Graphic 
Arts Department: An Experiment in Specialization,” Harvard Library Bulletin 1, no. 2 (Winter 1947): 252–253. 
Hofer also explained to Fred Anthoenson his goal in a letter from December 14, 1938, P&GA Files: “We are 
attempting to cover all the arts and technique of book making from the beginning to the present day, with 
examples of every style, country and period.”

17 Letter from Hofer to T. Stephenson, January 16, 1939, P&GA Files.
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Hofer wished to acquire an Albrecht Dürer or a Lucas Cranach block), an original line 
engraving copper plate (Hofer, here, stated his preference for a plate by the seventeenth-
century French engraver Robert Nanteuil), and an engraved block by Thomas Bewick.18 
He also wished to acquire original printmaking tools, including a sixteenth-century 
woodcutter’s knife, a rocker, and a scraper for mezzotints and stipple engravings.

Few exhibitions on print processes had been organized in the United States prior 
to Hofer’s planned display. The most significant one was mounted in 1892 by Sylvester 
Rosa Koehler, curator in the Print Department of the Museum of Fine Arts in Boston. 
Earlier in 1885, Koehler had founded the Division of Graphic Arts at the Smithsonian, 
where one could see “the most complete technical displays in this country.” 19 Koehler’s 
show at the MFA was entitled “Exhibition Illustrating the Technical Methods of the 
Reproductive Arts from the XVth Century to the Present Time, with Special Reference 
to the Photo-Mechanical Processes.”20 The show was centered on the newly invented 
photomechanical processes. Historical techniques were included mainly because 
knowledge of them was necessary to understand the modern innovations. Hofer, who 
later owned the catalog of the exhibition, may have found inspiration in its focus on the 
technical and in its display of prints with the tools and artifacts used to produce them. 

Koehler’s show was of particular significance at a time when new reproductive 
processes, mostly the photomechanical halftones, were replacing the traditional wood 
engravings to illustrate newspapers and commercial printing. These changes generated 
debates on the objective and subjective qualities of both old and new reproductive 
processes. Members of the American School of Wood Engraving went to great length 
to explain and defend their craft, as their means of livelihood was under threat. They 
claimed that they were able to reproduce pictorial subjects more accurately than 
machine-made blocks because they had both artistic and mechanical skills.21 Moreover, 
they could reproduce the lights and shades, especially of paintings, better than the 
flat texture of the halftone ever could.22 Advocates of halftones, on the other hand, 

18 Letter from Hofer to T. Stephenson, January 16, 1939, P&GA Files.
19 Notes for a talk at the American Library Association meeting, Cambridge, Mass., Friday, June 20, 

1941, P&GA Files.
20 Museum of Fine Arts, Boston, Print Department, Exhibition Illustrating the Technical Methods 

of the Reproductive Arts from the XVth Century to the Present Time: with Special Reference to the Photo-
Mechanical Processes, January 8 to March 6, 1892 (Boston: Printed for the Museum by A. Mudge & Son, 1892).

21 Michael Gaudio, Engraving the Savage: the New World and Techniques of Civilization (Minneapolis: 
University of Minnesota Press, 2008), 140.

22 “Where the halftone process fails is in its inability to give the full volume of the tone of the original 
in its light and shade values. And more than this, it fails, from its very nature of a uniformly flat mechanical 
texture, to give anything analogous to the variety of quality to the various lights and shades of the color-values 
of a painting, which engraving, by the employment of various textures, is enabled largely to accomplish.” 
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claimed that scientific accuracy could be achieved only by mechanical processes as 
these eliminated personal interpretation. The debate involved technical discussions 
and Koelher’s display helped the public to understand the arguments made by each 
camp.

Parallel to these developments, in the 1890s a new school of wood engravers 
emerged. They no longer attempted to make prints after another artist’s work but rather 
aimed at using wood engravings as a means of direct expression: the advent of the 
halftone freed them from using wood engraving simply as a reproductive medium. Now 
they could draw and cut their own designs onto the blocks without the intermediary 
of a professional cutter.23 The works of these artists were characterized by simplicity of 
design and use of a line technique reminiscent of Renaissance woodcuts. By the time 
Philip Hofer had reached adulthood, shifts in the graphic world were still very much 
in evidence; wood engraving was increasingly used toward an artistic end while the 
more sophisticated photomechanical processes were becoming the main medium for 
illustrations. Hofer himself remarked that “the full effect of this mechanization is only 
now being felt.” 24 

Two men had a great influence on Hofer’s formative years as a collector and 
connoisseur and on his understanding of technique. One, William Ivins, was a curator-
scholar-art critic; the other, Rudolph Ruzicka, was a highly accomplished artist of wood 
engravings. Both were witnesses and actors of these technical and artistic changes.

Born in 1881, William Ivins became a lawyer and a collector of prints and 
illustrated books (see figure 3.2). In 1916 he was appointed the first curator of prints 
of the Metropolitan Museum of Art, which had just opened its Department of Prints 
and Drawings. In his collecting, Ivins broke away from the traditional idea that a fine 
collection of prints should be based on aesthetic grounds and include only beautiful 
impressions made by artists valued in the collecting market.25 He acquired individual 
works on subjects not sought after by collectors, such as architecture, ornament, applied 
design, and calligraphy, as well as related illustrated books. As a result, the department 
he built at the Met is one of the few in the United States to have a great collection of 
illustrated books.26

Timothy Cole, “Address Delivered by Timothy Cole at the Opening of this Exhibition Wednesday Evening 
November Third 1915,” in An Exhibition of American Wood Engraving Under the Auspices of The American 
Institute of Graphic Arts, November 3rd to 13th, 1915 (New York: The American Institute of Graphic Arts, 1915).

23 Frank Weitenkampf, “European Wood Block Prints To-Day: An Exhibition in the Library’s Print 
Gallery,” Bulletin of the New York Public Library 34, no.12 (December 1930): 831–832.

24 Hofer, “The Illustration of Books,” 413.
25 William M. Ivins, A Catalogue of Italian Renaissance Woodcuts (New York: The Museum, 1917), 4.
26 Eleanor M. Garvey, “Leaves from an Album of Printing and Graphic Arts,” Printing History 14, 

no. 1 (1991): 23–27.
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Figure 3.2.  William M. Ivins, ca. 1900. Gertrude Käsebier, photographer. The original platinum print is 
20 x 14 cm. William Mills Ivins papers, Archives of American Art, Smithsonian Archives of American Art. 
By permission.
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If Ivins’s interest and knowledge encompassed the world of prints and books, it also 
covered printmaking techniques. Ivins did not hesitate to place in his department items 
whose importance lay in their technique since, as he argued, “many times technical 
innovations of the most startling and important kind are first found in original prints 
of little or no artistic value.” 27 His study of early woodcuts and his efforts to promote 
them brought him to study their craftsmanship and artistry. His interest in the creative 
mind led him to consider early woodcuts “the only classical form of print manufacture 
which retained any of the original artist’s lines” and to compare the woodcutter to 
“really only a human mordant.” 28

Such thoughts generated a number of acquisitions, including woodblocks, for his 
department. These were objects that were “both physical thing[s] and container[s] and 
reflector[s] of ideas, . . . much like book[s].” 29 Over the years, he purchased woodblocks 
by Thomas Bewick and Paul Gauguin, among others. Through gifts, he obtained 
two blocks by Dürer and several by Gustave Doré and Eric Gill.30 Perhaps his most 
magnificent purchase was made in 1932 with the acquisition of a woodblock only partly 
cut with an original drawing by Pieter Brueghel the Elder.31

Philip Hofer met William Ivins in the late 1920s.32 Ivins exerted an intellectual 
influence on the young collector and future curator: Hofer’s tendency to collect 
independently away from current fashion, his passion for Goya and sixteenth-
century illustrated books, and his acquisition of printmaking artifacts were, at least 
in part, reflections of Ivins’s influence.33 In his early writings Hofer often echoed his 
elder peer’s works, especially when discussing technique: both men shared the same 
views on the subject. For example, in an article on the acquisition of three of Dürer’s 
books for the Spencer Collection, Hofer praised, as did Ivins, the artist for making 
such fine drawings on the woodblocks. The drawings guided in a masterly way the 

27 Ivins, “A Museum Department of Prints: An Address before the Members of the Corporation of 
the Metropolitan Museum at their Annual Meeting on January 15, 1917,” in his Prints and Books: Informal 
Papers (Cambridge, Mass.: Harvard University Press, 1926), 4.

28 Ivins, “Woodcuts by Albrech Dürer,” in ibid., 89.
29 Ivins, “The ‘Field’ of Prints: Objects vs. Meanings,” Metropolitan Museum of Art Bulletin, new 

series 4, no.9 (May 1946): 230.
30 A description of these blocks can be found in the Metropolitan Museum of Art Collection 

Database: <http://www.metmuseum.org/works_of_art/collection_database/> (accessed May 10, 2012).
31 Ivins, “A Woodblock by Brueghel,” Metropolitan Museum Studies 5, no.1, (August 1934): 116.
32 Hofer already knew Ivins in 1928. Letter from Hofer to Paul Sachs, July 3, 1928, HC3, box 44, fl 

869, HAMA.
33 Bentinck-Smith, 338–339.
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work of the woodcutters and, as a result, produced extraordinary printed lines.34 Like 
Ivins, Hofer looked for the artistic mind in a print, defining modern woodcuts and 
wood engravings as “creative xylograph[ies]” and as a return “to the ideals of Dürer or 
Holbein who drew original designs with only the one modification of a realization of 
the medium it was intended for.” 35 By contrast, the hand of the artist was definitely lost 
with photomechanical processes.36

Ivins’s writings were also an influence on some of Hofer’s acquisitions, and Hofer’s 
copies of the books written by the Met curator are full of notes indicating which, of 
the books discussed, he had been able to acquire.37 Ivins’s works also generated the  
ideas for acquisitions of printmaking artifacts. For example, his essays on the French 
artist Honoré Daumier and the acquisition for his department in 1921 of the illustrated 
volumes Les Francais peints par eux-memes may have encouraged Hofer to acquire in 
the 1930s three wood-engraved blocks by the French artist Honoré Daumier for this 
publication.38 An article written by Ivins on the 1838 Curmer’s edition of Paul et Virginie 
was likely the impetus behind Hofer’s interest in and acquisition of some of the wood-
engraved blocks for this book in 1953.39 Likewise Ivins’s writings and his acquisitions of 
Gauguin’s prints in the 1920s and 1930s may well have inspired Hofer to later acquire a 

34 Hofer, “The Three Great Woodcut Books of Albrecht Dürer,” Bulletin of the New York Public 
Library 35, no. 7 (July 1931): 463.

35 Notes for fifteen lectures at New York University, 1933–1934, 2003MH-8, box 3, Houghton Library.
36 Hofer, “An Exhibition of Woodcut Book Illustration,” 19–22. Regarding nineteenth-century book 

illustrations Hofer wrote, “Printers and publishers, especially those of the illustrated periodicals, brought 
pressure on them [the illustrators] to produce their work more quickly. Thus the artists found themselves 
trapped. They had pursued a material god who now confronted them with the photographic processes which 
could do everything that they were doing far more quickly, and even more accurately. In vain, the engravers 
sought to produce ‘tone’ effects, as in painting. They were still further immersed—they had now denied their 
own medium, and were pretending to work in another! Therefore, the last years of the nineteenth century 
saw a rather low ebb in the art of book illustration.”

37 On the front flyleaf of his copy of Ivins’s A Guide to an Exhibition of the Arts of the Book . . . (New 
York: Metropolitan Museum of Art, 1924), Hofer wrote, “In September 1938, PH had 21 out of 33 books 
shown. If Illtd. [i. e., illustrated] books only counted, 21 out of 28.” 93HR-2774, Houghton Library.

38 Ivins, “Daumier as Lithographer,” in Prints and Books, 265–293; letter from Hofer to Fred 
Anthoensen, February 28, 1945, P&GA Files; and Ivins, “Illustrated Books in the Museum,” Metropolitan Art 
Museum Bulletin 16, no. 5 (May 1921): 110.

39 See “Wood blocks for Paul et Virginie et La chaumière indienne,” shelved as TypR-18 (1–6), 
Houghton Library; Ivins, “The 1838 Paul et Virginie,” in  Prints and Books, 78–83; and Metropolitan Museum 
of Art, Notes on Prints: Being the Text of Labels Prepared for a Special Exhibition of Prints from the Museum 
Collection, by William M. Ivins, Jr., Curator of the Department of Prints (New York: The Museum, 1930), 163.



 Caroline Duroselle-Melish 55

Gauguin block.40 For his exhibition 
on printmaking processes at 
Harvard, Hofer wished to obtain 
multicolored etchings by the artist 
Jean Pillement, whose work Ivins 
had already exhibited and written 
on.41 Inevitably these interests 
in common led to a certain 
competition between the two 
collector-curators, Hofer having 
then moved beyond the role of 
student to become Ivins’s equal.42

Ivins and Hofer both knew 
and worked with the artist 
Rudolph Ruzicka (see figure 3.3). 
Here again, it is Ivins who first 
wrote on Ruzicka, publishing in 
1917 a brochure to accompany  
the first exhibition of the wood 
engravings by this artist, organized 
at the Newark Public Library  
 
 

40 See “Works of Art” collection database for the Metropolitan Museum of Art (URL in note 30). 
Hofer gave his block to the Museum of Fine Arts, Boston, in 1957: see <http://www.mfa.org/collections/
object/te-po-eternal-night--161388> (accessed June 10, 2012).

41 Letter from Hofer to T. Stephenson, January 16, 1939, P&GA Files; and Ivins, “Jean Pillement: 
Ornemaniste,” in  Prints and Books, 310–313.

42 Speaking of his collection of Goya prints, Hofer wrote that “[they were] bought this last summer 
in a race with Ivins by which he got 6 and I 13 out of a possible 19—to my intense satisfaction!” Letter to Paul 
Sachs, October 7, 1930, HC3 box 44, fl.869, HAMA. Such influence did not prevent Hofer, by any means, 
from developing his own projects and ideas. For example, Ivins dismissed Baroque book illustration (see A 
Guide to an Exhibition, 56) whereas Hofer collected many of the books produced during this artistic period 
and wrote a seminal book on the subject (Hofer, Baroque Book Illustration: A Short Survey from the Collection 
in the Department of Graphic Arts, Harvard College Library [Cambridge, Mass.: Harvard University Press, 
1951]). Similarly, Hofer collected eighteenth-century Venetian illustrated books, which were held in low 
esteem by the Met curator. In other words, Hofer was a great thinker in his own right.

Figure 3.3.  Wood-engraved self-portrait of Ruzicka 
at work, 1921. News-Letter of the American Institute 
of Graphic Arts (New York), August 1935. Enlarged 
from a reproduction in P&GA Files.
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(see figure 3.4).43 Born in 1883 in Bohemia, Ruzicka had moved to the United States at 
an early age. He earned his living by making commercial wood engravings before being 
able to live on the income from the sales of his original prints. In 1915, he published, 
in collaboration with the Grolier Club of New York, a book entitled New York, which 
included a series of thirty colored wood engravings vividly recording the architectural 
transformation the city was going through at the time (see figure 3.5).44 From then on, 
topographical colored wood engravings became one of his specialties.

Ivins eloquently described Ruzicka’s mastery of technique and presented him as 
one of the foremost American wood engravers. His description of the artist’s work 

43 Ivins, The Wood-Engravings of Rudolph Ruzicka (Newark, N.J.: Newark Museum Association, 
1917).

44 Walter Prichard Eaton, New York: A Series of Wood Engravings in Colour and a Note on Colour 
Printing by Rudolph Ruzicka, with Prose Impressions of the City by Walter Pritchard Eaton (New York: The 
Grolier Club, 1915).

Figure 3.4.  William M. Ivins. The Wood-Engravings of Rudolph Ruzicka. Newark, N.J.:  
Newark Museum Association, 1917.  18 cm. Typ 970.17.4630, Houghton Library.
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Figure 3.5.  Rudolph Ruzicka. New York: A Series of Wood Engravings in Colour and a Note on Colour 
Printing by Rudolph Ruzicka, with Prose Impressions of the City by Walter Pritchard Eaton. New York: 
The Grolier Club, 1915.  30 cm. Typ 970.15.3470 (A) F, Houghton Library.
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was a statement about the modern movement in creative wood engraving and about 
the fact that its technique was grounded in the very best woodcut tradition of the Old 
Masters Dürer and Holbein. Ivins praised Ruzicka for his study of early masters and 
for drawing and cutting his own creative designs, unlike other contemporary artists 
who were dependent on photomechanical processes to bring their designs to print. 
In 1921, Ivins had hired the artist to do a thorough study of two Dürer woodblocks 
owned by the Metropolitan Museum and to repair their electrotype replicas, so as to 
make high quality impressions, close to the original prints, from the facsimile blocks.45 
Ivins admired Ruzicka’s successful rendering of New York skyscrapers, which, he felt, 
painters and etchers had failed to do.46 Moreover, Ruzicka’s designs were simple rather 
than oversophisticated and had none of the “trivial, boring, and empty virtuosity of 
engraving over a photographic basis, that was, so short a time ago, the much vaunted 
characteristic of the American school of wood engraving.” 47 During this period, a 
number of Ruzicka’s prints and woodblocks came to the Met’s Department of Prints 
and Drawings either as purchases or as gifts from the artist.48

Hofer, who met Ruzicka in 1930, soon admired his work too and acknowledged 
the influence the artist had on his education.49 As Hofer remarked in an article, Ruzicka 
“represented a standard of quality in printing and bookmaking new in America.” 50 The 
friendship and respect the two men had for each other led to numerous collaborative 
projects. In 1935, Hofer assisted in setting up an exhibition of the artist’s prints at the 
American Institute of Graphic Arts.51 The same year, Ruzicka helped Hofer with his show 
on color in printing at the Pierpont Morgan Library.52 In his book on New York, Ruzicka 
had written an introduction, “A Note on the Development of Color Printing from 
Wood Engravings.” This text was enlarged in 1921 in an essay entitled “On Chiaroscuro 
Prints.” 53 Ruzicka was not only a practitioner of wood engraving but also an historian of 
printmaking techniques. His essays were one of Hofer’s inspirations for his exhibition 
on color in printing. 

45 Ivins and Rudolph Ruzicka, “Contemporary Prints from Dürer’s Woodblocks,” Metropolitan 
Museum of Art Bulletin 16, no. 3 (March 1921): 53–55.

46 Ivins, Wood-Engravings of Rudolph Ruzicka, 5.
47 Ivins, Prints and Visual Communication (Cambridge, Mass.: Harvard University Press, 1953), 108.
48 See “Works of Art” collection database for the Metropolitan Museum of Art (URL in note 30). 

Ruzicka also gave some of his prints and blocks to the museum.
49 Hofer, “Rudolph Ruzicka, Artist and Craftsman,” Newberry Library Bulletin 6 (1978): 328.
50 Ibid., 330.
51 Ibid., 329.
52 News-letter of the American Institute of Graphic Arts (New York), no. 36 (February 1935): 13.
53 Ruzicka, On Chiaroscuro Prints ([Boston]: C.E. Goodspeed, 1921).
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Hofer took to heart his role as patron of the arts, explaining that this was a way “to 
keep artists and printers of one’s own day alive—spiritually, not only physically.” Over 
the years he commissioned numerous works from Ruzicka.54 In 1937, the artist made 
for Hofer a color engraving after a Holbein watercolor of Tantalus which Hofer had 
acquired in 1936 (see figure 3.6). Tantalus, reaching for golden apples always beyond 
his grasp, was an appropriate image for a print intended to be used as a bookplate by 
the eager collector always in pursuit of more books and drawings.55 This commission 
resulted in one of the most outstanding pieces by Ruzicka: seven color wood engraved 
blocks recreating the subtle tones of the original watercolor.56

Hofer also regularly called upon Ruzicka’s technical expertise when making 
acquisitions, especially when buying woodblocks. In 1939, he hired the artist to work 
on the exhibition on processes he was planning for the Harvard library. Ruzicka was 
in charge of finding the antique and modern tools used for the printmaking processes 
to be displayed, and he coordinated his efforts with those of the British dealer Hofer 

54 Hofer, “Rudolph Ruzicka, Artist and Craftsman,” 334.
55 Harvard College Library, Department of Printing and Graphic Arts, A Catalogue of an Exhibition 

of the Philip Hofer Bequest in the Department of Printing and Graphic Arts (Cambridge, Mass.: Harvard 
College Library, 1988), 194.

56 Typ 970R.37.760t, Houghton Library.

Figure 3.6.  Rudolph Ruzicka. The Tantalus bookplate,  
after an original drawing by Hans Holbein. 1937.  
7 x 7 cm. Typ 970R.37.760t, Houghton Library.
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had asked to serve as his scout for such purchases. Ruzicka played the role of advisor, 
suggesting contemporary artists, such as the woodcutter Allen Lewis, who could make 
chiaroscuro prints for the show, and he himself prepared the section of the exhibition 
on wood engraving tools.57

By displaying historical original prints and the implements used to make them, 
and by selecting for his exhibition on early modern printmaking techniques works 
of great artistic quality, Hofer hoped to render technique interesting to a public who 
usually found it “dry.” 58 He explained to a correspondent that his collection of historical 
processes had “teaching and educational value”: understanding those processes helped 
the viewer to comprehend the history of the book arts and more broadly showed how 
to recognize good design.59 In Hofer’s view, the value of studying historical examples 
lay in the belief that it could have a practical application in the present world. For him, 
one of the missions of museums and libraries was to influence “[the public’s] choice 
by exhibiting and encouraging high standards in taste and craftsmanship. . . . That, of 
course, is the best function of historical material from the art movements of the past: 
to serve as an inspiration to the designers of the present and future.” 60 Hofer conceived 
the department he founded at Harvard as a laboratory leading to the understanding of 
contemporary artistic practices.61 His belief in the need for higher education in the field 
of graphic arts was not unique. The American Institute of Graphic Arts, with which 
Hofer was regularly involved in the 1930s and 1940s, was founded to “stimulate the 
public taste,” as well as to “raise the standards and aid the extension and development 
toward perfection of the graphic arts in the United States.” 62

In the 1930s the halftone was the standard method used to produce illustrations 
but the quality of reproduction it could achieve was a subject of intense debate. The 
matter was of special urgency as consumer demand for images in American society 
was rising. At the same time that Hofer was planning his exhibition on printmaking 
processes at Harvard, the American Institute of Graphic Arts organized an exhibition 
called “Techniques in Book Illustration” focused on contemporary techniques with the 

57 Correspondence between Hofer and Ruzicka, February–March, May, October 1939, Typ 970 R 
box 4, folders 5, 6, and 9, Houghton Library.

58 Letter from Hofer to T. Stephenson, January 16, 1939, P&GA Files.
59 “I often wish I had gone in more for the reproductive processes, but I have concentrated on 

getting originals and have greatly specialized in European work, feeling that it had teaching and educational 
value over here.” Letter to M.B. Glick, October 19, 1939, P&GA Files.

60 Notes for a talk at the Cleveland Art Museum, April 11, 1941, P&GA Files. See also Hofer, “The 
Graphic Arts Department: An Experiment in Specialization,” 252–253.

61 Notes for a lecture at the “Graphic Forms” conference sponsored by the Fogg Art Museum, 
Harvard University, January 17- 18, 1949,  2003MH-8, box 7, Houghton Library.

62 News-letter of the American Institute of Graphic Arts (New York), no. 36 (February 1935): 1.
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goal of “emphasiz[ing] those processes which [would] help to stimulate the use of good 
illustrations in textbooks, children’s books, and other involving large printings.” 63

Hofer’s concern for modern design partly came from his own practice of printing 
when he was a graduate student. He had joined the Cygnet Press as an associate of 
George Parker Winship. In ten years the two men produced four finely printed booklets 
at the Press and paid great attention to the layout and the materials used to print their 
books and to how images harmonized on the page with text. They sometimes enlisted 
Ruzicka to produce the illustrations in their books.64 Ruzicka’s color wood engraving of 
Tantalus was also used in the last publication of the Cygnet Press in 1937, for which the 

63 M.B. Glick to Hofer, September 22, 1939; and Hofer to M.B. Glick, October 19, 1939, both P&GA 
Files.

64 Martin Hutner, “George Parker Winship: Passionate Partisan of Fine Printing,” in George Parker 
Winship as Librarian, Typophile and Teacher, 23–26. The four titles published by the press are Matteo da 
Ferrara, Vita de Sancto Hieronymo ([Cambridge, Mass.]: Cygnet Press, [1928]); David Thompson Watson 
McCord, Oxford Nearly Visited: A Fantasy (Oxford: Privately printed for the Cygnet Press of Cambridge, 
Massachusetts by the University Press, 1929); Paul M. Hollister, Dwiggins; A Characterization by Paul 
M. Hollister of the Designer of the Mark of the Cygnet Press (Cambridge, Mass.: The Press, 1929); Tantalus 
([Cambridge, Mass.]: The Cygnet Press, 1937).

Figure 3.7.  Rudolph Ruzicka. Wood-engraved block of an initial for the Cygnet Press 
 with the wood engraving made from it. 1937.  Woodblock: 2.5 x 2.5 x 2.4 cm.  

TypR-108 and 2004-459, Houghton Library.
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artist also made a block for the colophon (see figure 3.7).65 These experiences inspired 
Hofer to plan, upon his arrival at Harvard, on setting up a student printing room. This 
initiative was carried out with William Jackson, successor of George ParkerWinship, 
appointed in September 1938 as Associate Professor of Bibliography and Assistant 
Librarian in charge of the rare book collection.66

Hofer’s strategy for raising the public’s standards was to mount exhibitions and to 
publish illustrated books with the highest quality reproductions possible. His exhibition 
on color printing was in part a call for better color reproduction. He wished to show how 
illuminations in manuscripts and early colored books were technically almost perfect 
and to suggest that, despite increased resources and advancing technologies, there had 
been hardly any advance in quality of work since then.67 He hoped to recapture in 
modern color printing techniques the brilliance of manuscript illuminations and early 
chiaroscuros, which, in the second part of the fifteenth-century, were “technically and 
artistically nearly perfect.” 68

One of the first exhibitions he participated in at Harvard, in 1939, contained 
examples of the “best printing through the five hundred years since the invention of 
the art,” including an example of “good modern printing made for sale at a moderate 
price.” 69 Hofer’s desire to raise the quality of the reproductive print led him to aim 
for the highest reproduction quality possible in the books he published. Involved in 
the production of a facsimile edition of William Blake’s illustrations for the Book of 
Job published by the Pierpont Morgan Library in 1935, Hofer succeeded in borrowing 
from the British Museum the original copper plates engraved for this publication in 
order to obtain higher quality impressions than the ones that could have been made by 
photomechanical technique.70 In 1937, he used collotypes, the photomechanical process 
in use at the time to produce the highest quality reproductions of art works, in the 
publication of a facsimile of Blake’s drawings for the Book of Job that he owned.71 Later, 

65 Tantalus ([Cambridge, Mass.]: The Cygnet Press, 1937).
66 Hope Mayo, Philip Hofer Curator of Printing and Graphic Arts, is preparing an article on the 

history of the printing room at Houghton Library.
67 News-letter of the American Institute of Graphic Arts (New York), no. 36 (February 1935): 13–15. 
68 Notes for a lecture on “Color in Printing and Illustration” in conjunction with the exhibition at 

the Pierpont Morgan Library, January 1935, P&GA Files.
69 Letter to Fred Anthoenson, December 20, 1939, P&GA Files.
70 Letter to Paul Sachs, October 7, 1930, HC3, box 44, fl. 869, HAMA; and William Blake, Illustrations 

of the Book of Job by William Blake: Being all the Water-Colour Designs, Pencil Drawings and Engravings 
Reproduced in Facsimile; with an Introduction by Laurence Binyon . . . and Geoffrey Keynes . . .  (New York: 
Pierpont Morgan Library, 1935).

71 With collotype and offset lithography “color can be reproduced almost perfectly”: Hofer, “The 
Illustration of Books”, 417.
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Hofer’s commission to Ruzicka for the “Holbein woodblock” was guided by the same 
principle of quality and was based on the fact that the original Holbein watercolor had 
never been “adequately, or accurately, reproduced.” 72 Ruzicka’s task was to try to capture 
the vividness of the colors that the watercolor would have had at the time Holbein had 
made it. 

From its inception, Hofer’s Department of Printing and Graphic Arts had an active 
publishing program producing books and reproductions of original prints, and one 
of its goals was to be useful to contemporary book designers.73 A later publication of 
the department was an album of reproductions of Blake’s prints and drawings used to 
illustrate Gay’s The Beggar’s Opera, and included a print made from a restrike of the 
original plate which owned Hofer.74

Hofer was never able to get all the printmaking surfaces he wished for his 
exhibition on early modern printmaking techniques. The search for these extremely 
scarce artifacts was rendered even more difficult with the start of the Second World 
War. Moreover, during the war, Hofer became Assistant Dean of the Harvard Business 
School as part of his wartime service assignment. This temporary position kept him 
away from many of his activities at Houghton Library, but whenever an opportunity 
presented itself, Hofer seized it, even during this troubled period.75 It is thus in 1945 that 
he acquired eighty-five wood-engraved blocks by Thomas Bewick, previously in Daniel 
Updike’s collection.76 Only in 1949, when he had resumed his curatorial position full 
time, did Hofer mount an exhibition on printmaking processes. Held in the Lamont 
undergraduate library, the show was entitled “The Making of Prints and Reproductions 
of Pictorial Material” and was limited to items in three cases on view for Harvard 
students. Organized by technical principles, the exhibition displayed examples of prints 

72 Similarly, Ivins expressed these concerns about the partially uncut block he had acquired in 
1932 and had a collotype reproduction made of it for researchers unable to examine the original: Ivins, “A 
Woodblock by Brueghel,” 116.

73 Lawrence C. Wroth, Some Reflections on the Book Arts in Early Mexico (Cambridge, Mass.: 
Department of Printing and the Graphic Arts, Harvard College Library, 1945), foreword.

74 William Hogarth, “The Beggar’s Opera” by Hogarth and Blake: A Portfolio Compiled by Wilmarth 
Sheldon Lewis and Philip Hofer (Cambridge, Mass.: Harvard University Press; New Haven, Yale University 
Press, 1965).

75 Hofer was the secretary of a Harvard group working for American defense: letter to F.E. Andrews 
from the American Institute of Graphic Arts, July 12, 1940, P&GA Files. In April 1942, he started his wartime 
assignment: letter to Helen Gentry, March 28, 1942, P&GA Files.

76 Letter from Fred Anthoensen to Hofer, March 6, 1945, P&GA Files; and A Catalogue of the Philip 
Hofer Bequest, 116.
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and illustrations made by relief, intaglio, and planographic processes and included 
examples of photomechanical processes.77

Hofer continued collecting printmaking matrices after the exhibition until the end 
of his life. Some of these items were purchased for his personal collection, perhaps to 
be enjoyed mainly as art objects, and they came to the Department of Printing and 
Graphic Arts only as part of Hofer’s bequest in 1984.78 Others came to the department 
during his tenure; among these were three woodblocks for Andrea Mattioli’s edition 
of Dioscorides, seven copper plates for the early-eighteenth-century Arts et Métiers 
French encyclopedia, and the extra-large plate engraved in the workshop of the 
French engraver Charles Nicolas Cochin for the Chinese emperor Qianlong in 1766. 
Halftones and line blocks made for Hofer’s own bookplates and greetings cards, as well 
as for Houghton publications, were also placed in the department. Later, a number 
of nineteenth-century engraved blocks were added to the department’s collection of 
printmaking matrices. Continuing Hofer’s tradition, the Department of Printing and 
Graphic Arts has made significant acquisitions in recent years to enrich this important 
collection, which now includes over 500 items : 300 wood engraved blocks, 150 engraved 
and etched plates, 50 early and modern woodblocks, and 50 line blocks, halftones and 
collotype plates.

These objects are frequently examined by researchers in the Houghton Reading 
Room and are regularly used in teaching demonstrations. During the month of 
the publication of this article, sixty undergraduate students in a History of Art and 
Architecture class visited Houghton Library to examine some of these artifacts both 
in an exhibition specially mounted for them and in a hands-on demonstration in the 
library’s seminar room. Interest in these items, which serve as evidence of historical 
printmaking traditions, has increased markedly over the years. As Ivins wrote, they are 
“containers of ideas,” many of which have yet to be developed. 

77 “Graphic Processes Exhibition,” 2003MH-8, box 7, Houghton Library.
78 These wood blocks are being cataloged and will soon be searchable in the HOLLIS Classic catalog 

under the Houghton call number “TypR.”
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