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Abstract: By enhancing the prominent historical sequences of polychrome 

engraving, one can highlight and admit integration and contributiveness as a 

primary element among the formative ones in this field. From the particularity 

and the supporting basis (in a first form of primitiveness, the prehistoric stage) 

to the origin, to the intransigent and perfect one in the current successes. The 

chromatics approached in the techniques of engraving exercised its 

associative hypostasis with equal right in the edification of the image.  
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Introduction 

 

Beyond the fact that the presence of the chromatic palette in the 

register of engraving has reached unparalleled heights, it has provided an 

persistent foundation for technology in all the ways in which multiplications 

(entire cycles of images) have been carried out in a traditional, modern and 

industrial manner. It is difficult to imagine what our perception would have 

been like in the absence of these considerations of creativity, technique, 

ingenuity, contribution, etc. of polychrome engraving. 

 

Polychrome engraving 

 

 The present research is meant to highlight the main routes of 

approach, deepening, perception, innovative, etc., excluding the 

enumeration of traditional and modern engraving techniques and manners 

in the history of engraving. 
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 Four directions of research / analysis are worth being mentioned 

below: 

 I. Sequential and relevant presentation of polychromy in historical 

perspective (from the caves of the prehistoric period to the schools and 

workshops in the contemporary setting); 

 II. Identifying the formulas for translating nuances through a wide 

series of increasingly elaborate ways – specific to each type of engraving 

technique – in the same historical note; 

 III. Mention of the plenary presences in the field of engraving, 

especially the modern period, where the chromatics in the vision of many 

creators is equivalent and invariable, between the three primordial 

considerations mentioned above; 

 IV. The atypical circumstance of the mixed engraving category, 

where the chromatic palette is prominent and conclusive. 

 Regarding polychromy in engraving from the historical perspective, 

it is appropriate to start from the premise that it has its origin almost with 

that of the existence of man, touching in arcs of time a lot of points that this 

route of fine art - has recorded systematically, plausibly, ingeniously and 

conclusively - standing as support in the efforts of the great creators, 

presenting a “corollary” of the stylistic palette and equally of the craft order 

through the sum of the techniques and manners of traditional and modern 

engraving. Next, we will emphasize the fact that this direction has acquired 

various positions during its historical course – from the Paleolithic Age to 

the present day. 

 By virtue of this historical reality, where engraving oscillated from 

the purpose of ritual to the decorative segment, from texts (for example, 

books) accompanied by ornaments to historical documents (many of them 

having a legislative nature), and last but not least, from its decoupling from 

confirmism (some regimes, authorities, forms of leadership, etc.) to its 

establishment as an artistic genre in itself, positioning itself in the 

“Pantheon” of the major genres of Fine Art, configuring itself majestically, 

instinctively and authentically (along with Painting and Sculpture). 

 Unequivocally, such a lapidary illustration of the sequences in the 

historical framework can bring into a perpetual analysis / research the 

significance and considerations on fine art but also on social precepts. 

 We must not fail to draw attention to the circumstance that has been 

indispensable ever since its origin. Next, we will highlight a brief plea of 

polychrome engraving in relation to the route of painting. An edifying 
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example of this is the ancestral gesture (the first sign left by the hand of 

man). By way of illustration, we will refer to the hermitages on the European 

or South American continent where this princeps and generic gesture has 

reached certain dimensions. Sites such as Lascaux, Altamira, Cueva de las 

Mansos, etc. present a well-deserved leitmotif of the palm (of child or adult, 

of woman or man) projected on the walls of the cavern. Therefore, the shape 

of the hand can be found through variable sizes, various positions and an 

extensive chromatic palette (a real stupor in terms of the knowledge they 

had at hand in order to extract pigments from various rocks, in other words, 

this aspect remains intriguing and unclarified yet!). Regardless of what 

human presence from the most distant times will be brought into debate – 

Paleolithic, Epipaleolithic, Neolithic, Mesolithic, Chalcolithic etc., in general, 

primitive man – all considerations converge on the human tendency to leave 

behind a sign of its existential crossing, a first desire of man to imprint space, 

to mark his existence in matter and to perpetuate the species. A whole series 

of comprehensive messages of the type caelestis (heavenly) or terrestris 

(earthly) were most likely left by a ritual form, possibly of order. This intense 

and invariable aspiration of primitive man to “sediment” the shape of the 

hand for eternity will be a subject of incessant debate through various 

“filters” (historical, anthropological, social, spiritual, symbolic, cultural, etc.). 

After obtaining the pigments from various rocks, there were two 

possibilities of marking on the walls of the hermitage: one would be by using 

the monotype technique (the palm was loaded with color and then applied 

to the wall) and the other by the stencil technique (he positioned his hand 

on the wall and then the pigment was blown either through a bone or 

through a certain stem). In fact, these are also considered to be the first 

techniques of engraving, techniques of the sine qua non type that have 

crossed time. 

 Professor Caratanase, through his doctoral research, drew attention 

to the fact that ancient civilizations (Sumerians, Egyptians, Phoenicians, 

Chinese, Greeks, Indians and others) made extensive use of engraving 

techniques for communication purposes, product personalization or even 

for aesthetic purposes. “Small engraved cylinders, rotated on the surface of a 

soft clay created names and sentences, communicating the identity of a famous 

manufacturer; wooden objects hollowed out according to a predetermined 

plan, inked and pressed repeatedly on canvases created ornamental motifs for 

garments and so on.”1 
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 Therefore, this type of craft has a venerable age, significant for the 

history of fine art, in this case polychrome engraving, an artistic genre that 

throughout this long period has managed to have a colossal contribution, 

definitely presenting a telling maturation. 

 The chromatics used in the engraving crossed an upward direction 

comprising a wide range of engineering methods, which were passed 

through a continuous process of improvement and reception. The 

reformulations and scope of the engraving, incision or excavation 

procedures (directly or indirectly) had the mission of creating expressive 

and plastic forms that were increasingly thorough, convincing and edifying. 

Beyond the stylistic and technical area, it is appropriate to add the 

technological segment, continuing with the improvement of materials 

(categories of wood and metals serving as a work support) and last but not 

least, the tools specific to this field (needles for engraving, chisels, special 

knives, burnishers, etc.). The art of engraving has constantly obtained a 

series of gains from this permanent process of improvement. 

 Great creators in the history of art have shown a certain interest in 

expressing themselves through rigorous, expressive and cost-effective 

procedures, indicating an inclination and attraction, concluding with 

undeniable and reference works. Through such a process - with its degrees 

of difficulty - a series of habits of exploitation of polychromy were outlined 

and they reached the highest level, with veracity and canonical resolution. 

We have established that the magnitude of the value of the 

techniques and manners of polychrome engraving, corroborated with the 

significance of the flourishing of specific and authentic imagery, is also 

complemented by the fact that they constituted - to a certain extent - an 

element to serve other fields as well. This attribute of reproduction and 

multiplication, to eloquently present the creations that determined the way 

of communication in society. 

The artist and academic Răzvan Dragoș reported in one of his books that: 

“Painters began to use the press, the rollerblade, the graphite, the ruler, the 

compass, the square, etc. to the detriment of the brush. The compositions 

produced acquired different characteristics than those encountered in the 

historical period. (...) The balance of forms was ensured by the approach of 

each artist”2. 
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Conclusions 

 

 Independently of the craft-art tandem in the circumstance of 

engraving, we will highlight an extremely significant aspect, namely a trendy 

desire, to experiment and explore techniques and manners. Perhaps these 

exciting and imminent challenges have determined two aspects: that of rigor 

and experimentation in the technical and technological environment and 

that of conservatism and commercialization in order to produce creations, 

and through such imagery, they have propelled this genre. 

 

_____________ 
1 Op. cit., Răzvan-Constantin CARATĂNASE, Engraving as a major art, Top Form, Bucharest, 

2015, p. 31 
2 Op. cit., Răzvan-Petrișor DRAGOȘ, Kinesthetics-Kinetics-Mechanics in Visual Arts (“Symptoms” 

of mechanical arts and visual (re)formulations), Eurostampa, Timișoara, 2022, p. 82 
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