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This book offers a unique insight into an extensive collection of prints and proofs 

produced by Archibald Thorburn (1860-1935).  Not only will the book undoubtedly 

appeal to Thorburn collectors and those generally interested in countrywide pursuits 

and wildlife but it also shows the advantage of research for those members of the 

Guild who deal in, no matter how occasionally, secondary embossed editions.  The 

quality of the prints produced during Thorburn’s prolific career is astounding and is 

an excellent demonstration of what could be achieved by the very skilled, but manual 

techniques and printing processes around the turn of the century.  The Printseller’s 

Association, and later, the Fine Art Trade Guild had a strong connection with 

Thorburn and their archives have provided invaluable information for this publication. 

 

Thorburn was a great watercolourist and is certainly recognised as Britain’s best ever 

natural history painter.  He had a unique talent of placing his well rendered and 

scientifically correct subjects in natural harmonious surroundings that represented a 

steep change in wildlife art at the turn of the century.  His major contribution to Lord 

Lilford’s survey ‘Coloured Figures of The Birds of The British Isles’ (1885–1898) 

early in his career, not only sealed the successful fate of the book, but his reputation 

as one of the best bird painters of his generation. 

 

Thorburn was an astute businessman and carefully selected his publishers, for 

originals, private commissions, prints and books.  Longmans Green and Co published 

five of his books, including two sets of prints, these quality publications have stood 

the test of time and now command high prices on the open market, especially the 

limited edition large paper copies.  There is an edition of this publication that for 

sentimental reason was limited to 205 copies, consistent with Thorburn’s last book, 

the ‘New Edition of British Birds’ published in 1925. 



 

However, it was Thorburn’s relationship with A. Baird Carter, and successor W. F. 

Embleton that launched him to fame and fortune and finally sealed Thorburn’s work 

as a household name in the field of wildlife and countryside pursuits.  Baird Carter 

was an excellent marketer, well ahead of his time, and was continuously innovating to 

maintain the prevalence and desirability of his artists’ works.  For example, he 

recognised the niche for more expensive pencil-signed proofs as opposed to the wider 

open editions and, in specific connection with Thorburn, also came up with the 

excellent market penetrating idea of the RSPB Christmas card. 

 

Understanding the needs of the Edwardian collector and their desire for a quality 

product made him seek out the most skilful practitioners in France, Germany and 

Austria to ensure the reproductions (i.e. etchings, engravings, lithographs, 

photogravures, and collotypes) were the best that could be achieved.  However, this 

proved expensive and even in 1889 a copy of the print ‘Grouse Shooting – The End of 

the Line’ cost 3guinaes, therefore restricting purchase to wealthy and privileged 

clients of the day.  

 

It was this strive for excellence that brought Thorburn into contact with the 

Printseller’s Association and later the Fine Art Trade Guild, organisations that only 

lent their embossed stamp to those deserving works of art that achieved the highest 

standard.  Although the embossed stamps, also served the purpose of fraud prevention 

(i.e. making illegal replication very difficult, if nye impossible), they also added a 

premium to the image, even more so, in modern times.  Baird Carter and Embleton 

produced 43 images (out of the 203 in the publication) that achieved such quality 

status. 

 

Two good illustrative examples are shown below. The first, approved by the 

Printsellers Association, is a sepia tone photogravure Artists’ proof printed in 1903 in 

Germany titled “A Haven of Rest - Woodcocks” and the second, approved by the Fine 

Art Trade Guild is a colour collotype Artists’ proof printed in 1925 in Austria titled 

“Autumn – Pheasants”. 
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These images are in immaculate condition, despite their age and still look as though 

they were printed yesterday.  It is my belief that modern printing methods, although 

very advanced techniques, are unable to reproduce such quality works of art that can 

stand the true test of time.  A further benefit of a good quality original product is that 

even if some have suffered over time, from exposure to mould, water staining or 

foxing they respond very well to restoration/cleaning, with the exception of course of 

the irreversible impacts of UV damage (i.e. image fading).  

 

 

Today the Fine Art Trade Guild provides another role, access to important original 

publication information, invaluable to dealers and collectors alike. For the publication 

of this book, the Bracebridge Register provided very accurate accounts that replaced 

anecdotal evidence and hearsay. Such as information on the engravers, publishers, 

edition size, original cost and much more. 

 

The embossed stamps, have been used to identify information about the prints as can 

be seen in the table below and examples of the stamps and the history of the process 

are detailed on the new Fine Art Trade Guild website: www.fineart.co.uk 

 

Artist  Thorburn, Archibald 

Engraver  Franz Hanfstaengl 

Title  "A Haven of Rest – Woodcocks" 

Limited edition quantity  200 

Medium  Photo-engraving 

State of print  Artist's Proof 

Publisher  A Baird Carter 

Date print was approved  1903 

The original cost price   3gns 

Open Edition  Yes – 1 gn 

Embossed Stamp  Printsellers Association 

Other states  Unlimited prints at 1gn 

Notes  Plates destroyed 

 

We appear to accept in modern times that having practical commercial constraints we 

ultimately compromise on quality for cost and therefore we have to be grateful to 

those very skilled and dedicated practitioners of the past who produced fine quality 

products that will continue to provide enjoyment for many future generations.  

 

There can be few reading this who will not know of Archibald Thorburn’s instantly 

recognisable work, whether as original watercolours, or prints that helped bring the 

artist fame and fortune in the early 20th century. This superbly produced book 

subtitled The prints and proofs 1889-1934, catalogues many of Thorburn’s works on 

paper to establish once again without question that Thorburn was an exceptional 

artist. In this collection, David Waters clearly displays his own passion for the artist's 

work and although he is content to let Thorburn's images do the talking, claiming his 

own words don't do sufficient justice to the pictures it’s clear from the introduction to 

the catalogue that David is himself a leading expert. 

 

John Hughes 


