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Notes on
TALES OF GENJI

With her latest prints, TALES OF GENJI I-VI, 
Helen Frankenthaler returns to one of the oldest 
forms of printmaking, woodcut, and infuses 
the medium with renewed intensity. Appropriately 
for the series title, the artist chose a romance 
about the passionate meanderings of an 
emperor’s son in Heian Japan, a unique tribute to 
what many consider to be the world’s first novel. 
The Tales of Genji, written by a court lady known 
as Murasaki Shikibu in the 11th century, has 
inspired innumerable ukiyo-el woodcuts since it 
was written. However, these new prints have 
distinctly stepped outside the ukiyo-e tradition 
and beyond what Frankenthaler has already 
achieved in her past woodblock editions.

Her early woodcuts, East and Beyond (1973), 
Essence Mulberry (1977), Cameo (1980) and 
Freefall (1993) have been referred to as some of 
her finest printmaking efforts. For these, Helen 
often began by finding the right piece of wood, 
one which offered a grain that spoke to her 
aesthetically. The proofing session would begin 
by having the wood inked and printed onto 
carefully selected papers to study the character 
of the grain. Then she would draw out various 
shapes and continue to cut or mark the wood 
surface until her images emerged. She used 
carving instruments of all sizes and shapes, the

jigsaw and power tools. Eventually her worked 
blocks were proofed in color and reworked to 
yield the texture and color nuance she sought.
As more woodblocks were added for additional 
color the same process was often repeated.

Having mastered the techniques for making these 
prints, by 1995 Helen was anxious to extend her 
graphic abilities and embark on a project that 
would challenge both her own knowledge and 
that of the workshop. The artisans at Tyler 
Graphics were already involved in printing her 
first book, This Is Not A Book,2 and the creative 
atmosphere was high. It was a good time for 
the artist and workshop to begin another graphic 
journey!

Collaboration on this project has been an exciting 
and rewarding experience for all involved. It was 
apparent from the beginning that what was 
needed was a new approach and technique for 
making what Helen strove for: a woodcut with 
painterly resonance. Knowing how important a 
painted model can be in helping solve this, I gave 
her a selection of six wood panels to paint on.
She studied each for its grain and overall texture 
before she proceeded to stain and paint them.
The results were six lush paintings on wood. We 
had our approach—we then needed to develop

a special means for translating these ex 
paintings into prints, bringing out the e: 
qualities of the wood panels. We mutuc 
decided that it would be wonderful to rr 
handmade paper to match the different 
the six wood panels and proceed from t 
Hutcheson and Tom Strianese quickly \ 
an assortment of colored papers for pro 
Helen and I reviewed her past woodcut 
and discussed how it might be possible 
a ukiyo-e style print on our large cotton 
It was decided that our woodcut printer 
Shibata and I would start experimentin' 
this direction in mind. Helen made a uh 
print3 in Kyoto in 1983 and was familia 
technique, which left her with positive t 
negative feelings about the process. Du: 
conversations, it became apparent that 
of us (Helen, Yasu and I) would have tc 
technology and open up the medium fo 
flexibility if we were to succeed with thi

Since the goal was to make a woodcut 
watercolor effects, we employed a hydrt 
to squeeze the inked blocks into the thi 
absorbent cotton handmade paper, puq 
causing certain colors to bleed. For prin 
created a combination of carved and te: 
blocks of his own invention. Helen’s cal 
in directing the carving were liquidity, n 
painterly nuance, and perfectly register 
passages. These adjectives and phrases 
our heads as Yasu and I mapped out th 
blocks and colors needed for Helen to r 
woodcuts using the painted panels as n 
It was clear from the beginning that this 
would be experimental, often unpredict

1 Ukiyo-e (Japanese 
“pictures of the floating 
world”) The popular art 
of the 17th to the 19th 
Century which conjured 
up the life of the times. 
Geishas and Kabuki 
actors were favorite sub
jects, but ukiyo-e artists

also depicted landscapes 
and scenes from historical 
epics, legends and folk
tales. Color woodcut 
prints were a major means 
of expression. The most 
famous artists of this 
period were Utamaro, 
Hokusai and Hiroshige.

2 This Is Not A Book is a 
livre de luxe consisting of 
nine colorful intaglios, two 
lithographs and seven 
pages of lithographed text, 
bound in half quarter 
calf leather and cloth. The 
book is in an edition of 
50 plus proofs.

3 The traditional ukiyo-e 
print is printed by first 
placing the paper onto the 
face of the inked block 
and firmly rubbing from 
the back side of the paper 
with a baren. A baren is a 
circular disk of batting 
covered with flat bamboo

sheathing twisted to form 
a grip. The tool is moved 
in a semi-circular direc
tion using very firm down
ward pressure, requiring 
great arm and hand 
strength. Japanese tradi
tional paper is washi; a 
paper made from plant

fibers, primarily kozo fiber. 
This paper is strong 
enough to withstand the 
repeated pressure of the 
baren.

4 Sizing is an application 
of a synthetic material 
to the paper pulp to make

the finished paper’s 
surface more receptive 
to ink or watercolor.
For this project, it was 
necessary for the printer 
to apply additional 
sizing materials during 
printing.
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1 each for its grain and overall texture 
proceeded to stain and paint them, 
were six lush paintings on wood. We 
proach—-we then needed to develop

a special means for translating these exceptional 
paintings into prints, bringing out the expressive 
qualities of the wood panels. We mutually 
decided that it would be wonderful to make color 
handmade paper to match the different tones of 
the six wood panels and proceed from there. John 
Hutcheson and Tom Strianese quickly produced 
an assortment of colored papers for proofing. 
Helen and I reviewed her past woodcut editions 
and discussed how it might be possible to create 
a ukiyo-e style print on our large cotton papers.
It was decided that our woodcut printer, Yasuyuki 
Shibata and I would start experimenting with 
this direction in mind. Helen made a ukiyo-e 
print3 in Kyoto in 1983 and was familiar with the 
technique, which left her with positive and 
negative feelings about the process. During our 
conversations, it became apparent that the three 
of us (Helen, Yasu and I) would have to alter the 
technology and open up the medium for greater 
flexibility if we were to succeed with this project.

Since the goal was to make a woodcut with 
watercolor effects, we employed a hydraulic press 
to squeeze the inked blocks into the thick and 
absorbent cotton handmade paper, purposefully 
causing certain colors to bleed. For printing, Yasu 
created a combination of carved and textured 
blocks of his own invention. Helen’s catchwords 
in directing the carving were liquidity, muzziness, 
painterly nuance, and perfectly registered color 
passages. These adjectives and phrases echoed in 
our heads as Yasu and I mapped out the many 
blocks and colors needed for Helen to make the 
woodcuts using the painted panels as models.
It was clear from the beginning that this project 
would be experimental, often unpredictable,

Ka

Frankenthaler discussing TALES OF GENJI II proof with 
Shibata and Tyler.

and painstakingly slow to carve, proof and 
edition. This would have made the project nearly 
impossible to do had it not been for Helen’s 
sympathetic and encouraging support.

Before each print began, John and Tom would 
make the colored paper to match the tonality of 
the painted panel model, a process that required 
countless days making color batches of paper 
before the correct color was approved by the 
artist. Yasu would sample the papers for the 
proper amount of sizing4 and thickness. Once 
approved, the edition of paper would be made 
and each sheet carefully calendered5 to even out 
the surface. Yasu arranged an area in the main 
workshop for carving and we equipped a corner 
of the paper room for mixing inks, dampening the 
paper, sizing the paper and printing on the 
hydraulic press. As if he just arrived from the Edo 
period in a time warp, Yasu began to practice his 
uncanny skill as a carver and printer.6 His 
inventiveness led to the development of textured

The traditional ukiyo-e 
int is printed by first 
acing the paper onto the 
ce of the inked block 
id firmly rubbing from 
e back side of the paper 
th a baren. A baren is a 
rcular disk of batting 
ivered with flat bamboo

sheathing twisted to form 
a grip. The tool is moved 
in a semi-circular direc
tion using very firm down
ward pressure, requiring 
great arm and hand 
strength. Japanese tradi
tional paper is washi; a 
paper made from plant

fibers, primarily kozo fiber. 
This paper is strong 
enough to withstand the 
repeated pressure of the 
baren.

4 Sizing is an application 
of a synthetic material 
to the paper pulp to make

the finished paper’s 
surface more receptive 
to ink or watercolor.
For this project, it was 
necessary for the printer 
to apply additional 
sizing materials during 
printing.

5 Calendering is the 
process of giving a smooth 
finish to paper by running 
it through either a press or 
a series of rolls which iron 
and polish it.

6 The practice during the 
Edo period was for a

woodcut to be made by 
a team of craftsmen: 
papermakers, carvers, and 
printers. Each task 
requires unique skills and 
different groups of trained 
muscles, therefore it was 
difficult for one person to 
perform all of these tasks

with equal efficiency. 
Today it is common for 
printers to perform all of 
these functions.
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blocks with sunken and abraded areas for 
printing colors without hard edges. Through many 
trial-and-error proofing sessions, we slowly 
developed techniques for bleeding the printed 
colors, and for embossing and imprinting wood 
grain and relief effects.

The constant wetting and blotting of the papers 
for printing each new color block resulted in a 
loss of color from previous printings. To counter
balance this occurrence, the papers were 
intermittently sized to help the watercolor 
adhere more securely to the papers during the 
wetting and blotting stages. The artist chose 
to have several of the last color runs stenciled to 
achieve stronger color saturation in selected 
passages. Assisted occasionally by Christopher 
Creyts, who also studied woodblock printing in 
Japan, the project involved 90 woodblocks,
231 colors, and took nearly three years to 
complete—an accomplishment that is a tribute 
to Yasu’s strength, stamina and creative under
standing as a carver and printer.

Even with the exacting labor employed for the 
production of these works, Helen’s images emerge 
as vigorous as sumi brushstrokes, masterfully 
applied without hesitation or constraint. In fact, 
the imagery has weightlessness—nothing is static 
and, with all the magical layers of thinly printed 
pigments, nothing is flat. It is a fitting tribute 
to the ukiyo-e legacy, since the word itself denotes 
the “floating world,” a reference to the flowering 
in the arts and freedom of expression which 
reigned from 1615 to 1868 in Edo, Japan. These 
are present-day ukiyo-e images, created by an 
American master, filled with abstract and poetic 
“lightness” and luminosity. They were created by 
the artist in close collaboration with a team of 
dedicated craftspeople, artists in their own right.
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Helen Frankenthaler TALES OF GENJI I 1998
33-color woodcut on light sienna TGL handmade paper, 42 x 47 inches (106.7 x 119.4 cm), edition of 30 plus proofs

© Helen Frankenthaler/Tyler Graphics Ltd., 1998 Photo: Steven Sloman



Helen Frankenthaler TALES OF GENJI II 1998
41-color woodcut on pale orange TGL handmade paper, 47 x 42 inches. (119.4 x 106.7 cm), edition of 35 plus proofs

© Helen Frankenthaler/Tyler Graphics Ltd., 1998 Photo: Steven Sloman



Helen Frankenthaler TALES OF GENJI III 1998
53-color woodcut, stencil on gray TGL handmade paper, 47 x 42 inches (119.4 x 106.7 cm), edition of 36 plus proofs

Helen Frankenthaler/Tyler Graphics Ltd., 1998 Photo: Steven Sloman



Helen Frankenthaler TALES OF GENJI IV 1998
21-color woodcut, stencil on light rose TGL handmade paper, 47 x 42 inches (119.4 x 106.7 cm), edition of 30 plus proofs

© Helen Frankenthaler/Tyler Graphics Ltd., 1998 Photo: Steven Sloman



Helen Frankenthaler TALES OF GENJI V 1998
48-color woodcut, stencil on rust TGL handmade paper, 42 x 47 inches (106.7 x 119.4 cm), edition of 36 plus proofs

© Helen Frankenthaler/Tyler Graphics Ltd., 1998 Photo: Steven Sloman



Helen Frankenthaler TALES OF GENJI VI 1998
35-color woodcut, stencil on tan TGL handmade paper, 47 x 42 inches (119.4 x 106.7 cm), edition of 35 plus proofs

© Helen Frankenthaler/Tyler Graphics Ltd., 1998 Photo: Steven Sloman


