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letter from the editor

It is easier to slip a book into its time-honoured 
place on a bookshelf than to make room for it 
among many other companies, and so it is with 
this issue of Amphora. Stepping into the soft-
souled shoes of former editor Rollin Milroy has 
been both a pleasure for myself and designer Jason 
Dewinetz of Greenboathouse Press in Vernon, 
British Columbia. But like the books mentioned 
above, we have had to find our place. That took 
longer than we hoped, but future issues will return 
the publication to its usual schedule.

Amphora, as the journal of the Alcuin Society, 
has long championed a broad array of literary 
interests, some more than others as the interests of 
the editors have shifted. One of the key challenges 
is presenting a well-rounded offering of items each 
issue to engage readers, collectors, designers and 
all those interested in books and the book arts. As 
Jennifer Van de Pol’s account of the travels she and 
husband Adrian Robertshaw made through India 
last year indicate, printing and the world of books 
can meet us in the most far-flung places.

This issue offers a celebration of the work 
of book designer Frank Newfeld, who visited 
Vancouver at the beginning of April to both judge 
the entries in this year’s Alcuin design competition 
as well as to receive a lifetime achievement award 
honouring a lifetime of contributions to book 
design and illustration in Canada. While the 
abundance of Alligator Pies brought forward for 
signing at the event highlighted the connection 
Newfeld made through his collaboration on this 
one book alone, the packed lecture theatre at Simon 
Fraser University on April 2 underscored the 
broad base of respect he enjoys among the current 
generation of designers – some too young to have 
tasted Alligator Pie when it was hot off the press.

There is also the usual selection of columns 
and book reviews. Richard Hopkins reports on 
David Zieroth’s latest venture, while Vancouver 
writer John Lee shares his rambles through literary 
utopias. Ottawa bookseller Richard Coxford shares 
his delight in unexpected discoveries, a good teaser 
for our next issue when we hope to offer a glimpse 
of the book trade in the current recession.

See you come summer!

• Peter Mitham, editor

The Alcuin 
Fund

In order to generate a regular 
stream of income to support 

its activities, the Alcuin 
Society is developing an 

endowment fund managed by 
the Vancouver Foundation. 
Originally established in 
2008 through a generous 
contribution by Dr. Yosef 

Wosk in honour of his 
son Avi, the endowment 

fund invites contributions 
from all members and 
friends of the society.

Donations to the fund 
are gratefully accepted 

by cheque or via the 
Web sites of the society 

(www.alcuinsociety.com), 
the Vancouver Foundation 

or Canada Helps (www.
canadahelps.org). Other 

means of contributing are 
also possible. For further 

information, please contact 
Nick Collins, fundraising 

committee chair, by phone 
at (604) 733-8399 or e-mail, 

nicholascollins1915@yahoo.ca

all f inancial gifts are 
eligible for tax receipts.

Books to Stir the Imagination
P e t e r  M i t h a m

•

What matters about books and their design is not the degree to 
which they faithfully present reality either in words or in image, 

believes Frank Newfeld, but the power they have to inspire.

Discussing his work at the Alcuin Society’s ‘An Evening with Frank Newfeld,’ April 2, 2009, Simon Fraser University.

One of the first judges of the Alcuin Society’s 
annual book design competition in 1981, Newfeld 
returned to Vancouver at the beginning of April 
to judge entries in this year’s competition. During 
a special evening presentation, he was also 
honoured for his contributions to book design in 
Canada with the society’s Robert R. Reid Lifetime 
Achievement award.

But his concerns were not with the past when 
he spoke to members of the society, Graphic 
Designers of Canada and members of the public 
on April 2. Rather, one of the key messages he 
brought was of the growing role “the screen” plays 
in the experience of reading and the work of the 
imagination.

Rather than the act of “sustained attention” 
that Sven Birkerts associates with reading in 
The Gutenberg Elegies (1994), readers today 
increasingly understand the world through the 
omnipresent screen. “It’s quite inescapable, 
whether the screen is in a cinema, on a TV set 
or part of the omnipresent computer,” Newfeld 
says. It’s an awful prospect, he explains, because 
it threatens to reduce reading from an act of the 
reader to a passive experience in which content is 
simply consumed. What readers do is no longer 
active, reducing books to the print equivalent of 
television.

This is particularly true in the case of book 
illustration, for which Newfeld won renown in 
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newspaper. Designers actually worried 
about interpreting an author’s message, and 
finding the typeface that might best accord 
with the tone and tempo of the text. Some 
of us even sought to give ‘sight-sound’ to an 
author’s far-too-often muted voice.

The strategy of enlivening a book’s content 
with visuals that work in tandem with the other 
elements applies as much to an adult audience, 
where text is often the dominant element of a 
book’s content, as it does to children’s books, 
where illustrations hold an equal or greater weight 
with the text.

“If we expect the book’s verbal [aspect] to 
perform magic, should we not demand the 
visual to do the same, not boringly controlled 
but bringing a magic of its own to” – and here 
he inserts the possessive voice of the eager child 
– “my book.” A book can’t really be claimed by 
its audience unless it has that magic about it that 
makes people want to own it, Newfeld argues. 
“I think it’s terribly important, especially at this 
particular time.”

The ideas Newfeld is mulling these days may 
not be new, but if they’re old they’re old in perhaps 
the best sense because they put the present in 
context from the perspective of long life in both 
the world, and the world of design. It’s a life that 
Newfeld jokes makes him old enough to warrant 

a place at the beginning of Robert Bringhurst’s 
survey of book design in Canada, The Surface of 
Meaning (2008). But it’s also one that never lost 
an appreciation for the child’s delight at finding 
a book one could call one’s own. Writing in the 
DA: A Journal of the Printing Arts, Randall Speller 
notes that Newfeld’s work on Roy Daniells 
poetry collection The Chequered Shade (1962) 
was a foretaste of the illustrations he would do for 
children’s books in the 1970s. The combination of 
design and illustration, especially through the use 
of illustrated initials throughout the text creates a 
single design package, Speller says, exemplifying 
the balance between the various visual contents of 
a book – type, illustration and layout.

Traces of several accents catch the ear of anyone 
listening to Newfeld, as he admits in his memoir. 
His words, shaped by the countries through which 
he passed en route to Canada in the 1950s, reflect 
the diverse influences that also came to bear on his 
creative work. What he brought when he landed 
in Toronto was a youthful enthusiasm that masked 
the modesty and uncertainties that came from an 
upbringing in Czechoslovakia and experiences 
across Europe, Canada and as a solider and 
kibbutznik during the late 1940s.

Canada was not accustomed to what Newfeld 
had to offer when he arrived in the country for 
good in the early 1950s, but which was readily put 
to service shaping the confident new Canada that 

Participating, with Alan Stein, on the 2008 jury of the Alcuin Society’s Awards for Excellence in Book Design.

Canada and around the world in his long career 
devising designs and illustrations for works 
ranging from Leonard Cohen’s Spice Box of Earth 
(1961) and Beautiful Losers (1966) to Dennis 
Lee’s Alligator Pie (1974). Pointing to what has 
happened to illustrations on movie and television 
screens, Newfeld says book design risks relying 
too much on illustration to tell stories, in turn 
eliminating the need for the imaginative work 
that allows the reader to become engaged with 
a particular book. The illustration moves from 
enhancing stories to being the medium through 
which stories are told.

“You’ve witnessed a steady metamorphosis 
from Mickey Mouse,” he says in a conversation 
before his presentation in Vancouver, tracing 
animation from the famous mouse through Bambi 
to Toy Story and finally The Polar Express. (“I don’t 
know whether you’ve seen all those,” he adds as an 
aside. “Well, you shouldn’t.”)

“In The Polar Express, of course, you recognize 
all the actors and then suddenly realize that they’ve 
been computer-produced – that they’re not the 
actors! So we’ve gone from a beguiling fantasy to 
far too-credible unreality.”

What was once accepted as fantasy, inducing 
the willing suspension of disbelief critical to 
successful and meaningful fiction, is now all too 
often designed to mimic reality. Moreover, the 

screen democratizes all images – and even more 
so in the age of the Internet – dulling critical 
perception, and the imagination as well. “Nothing 
is left to the kid’s imagination,” Newfeld says. “It’s 
a fait accompli. The child becomes a spectator. 
This is simply an anticipatory role, it’s no longer a 
participatory role at all.”

One almost hears Marshall McLuhan’s theories 
of hot and cold media running through what 
Newfeld candidly calls his “whine.” Where books 
were once hot media, allowing for and even 
demanding a high degree of reader involvement, 
they’ve increasingly chilled and left nothing to the 
imagination. There’s something deadening in that 
shift, he contends, something that goes against the 
very design he attempted to practice during his 13-
year career with the art department of McClelland 
& Stewart, work for Oxford University Press (it 
issued his first children’s book, The Princess of 
Tomboso, in 1960) and Macmillan Canada (where 
he worked with Dennis Lee) and commissions for 
a host of other clients. Writing in Drawing on Type 
(2009), his newly released memoir, he says:

In 1965, people valued the book as a as a 
traditional instrument of entertainment 
and edification; books belonged with the 
theatre and the concert hall, rather than 
with the cinema, the television and the 

Frank Newfeld’s initial “I” from Roy Daniells,  
The Chequered Shade (1963).

Frank Newfeld’s illustration for Dennis Lee’s poem “Higgledy 
Piggledy” in Alligator Pie (1974).
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A Letterpress Pilgrimage
Jennifer Van de Pol•

Large-bellied, middle-aged men holding court 
over piles of honey-soaked gulab jamun and 
rose water flavoured sweets.

A sea of dried orange flower petal offerings, 
strung together in vast ribbons, floating on the 
Ganges River.

Scorching hot, creamy “chai” served in tiny clay 
pots, sipped quickly and thrown out the 
window of a moving train.

Dust-soaked children selling sun bleached 
postcards to eager tourists.

Hands at heart, bowing deeply at the site where 
Siddhartha awoke.

Our memories of India stir every sense, and 
then some. My husband Adrian and I traveled 
from Vancouver to the north and northeast of 
the country in April 2008 on what began as a 
pilgrimage to some of the world’s most renowned 
Buddhist sites but which quickly became a 
letterpress printing pilgrimage of sorts.

We had recently acquired a Vandercook 
press after I made my first artist’s book with the 
generous help of Heavenly Monkey letterpress and 
binding studio in Vancouver. Within months of 
casually mentioning to Heavenly Monkey’s Rollin 
Milroy that we were fantasizing about learning 
to letterpress print, we were rolling (and heaving 
and tugging) the Vandercook into our Vancouver 
apartment. This Indian journey was the first time 
we had parted with our three-ton baby and we 
lovingly remembered it in Banares, India, as we 
inquired if there were any letterpress printers in 
the city. On the third or so try, at a fantastic art and 
architecture bookstore on the ghats leading to the 
Ganges River, we received a passionate reply from a 
fellow bibliophile, who happened to be the owner 
of Kriti Gallery, a local contemporary art gallery. 
He insists on having material for all of his shows 
printed at the only letterpress in the city – a tiny, 
cramped, greasy, sweaty closet of a shop packed 
with four incredibly hard working men who were 
very surprised to see two white tourists curiously 

gawking at their work and presses. This would 
turn out to be the first of several very moving 
interactions with printers during our journey. 
Having the opportunity to meet these men 
inspired us to continue asking people we met along 
the way if they had any connection to letterpress 
printing (or had ever heard of it, for that matter).

Next, we met Udaya Mani Pradhan in 
Darjeeling, whose family has a printing legacy 
that stunned us. After happening upon his 
“Mani Printing House” in the centre of town 
and expressing our interest in hearing his story, 
we were invited to spend the afternoon at his 
home where we sipped chai and learned that 
his grandfather, Dr. Parasmani, was the world’s 
foremost Nepali grammarian (and much 
celebrated Nepali poet and academic). It is thanks 
to Dr. Parasmani that the Nepali language is 
taught in classrooms throughout Nepal, India, 
Bangladesh and around the world. During his 
lifetime he received a great number of prestigious 
literary awards from the Nepali, Indian, and 
British governments (to name just a few). Udaya 
and his brothers learned to operate presses early 
in life, becoming so proficient that they printed 
a popular biography of their grandfather, written 
by their father, as well as their grandfather’s 
Nepali-English dictionary (the first of its kind). 
Upon parting, we were gifted with a copy of the 
biography, as well as a copy of one of Udaya’s 
grandfather’s first letterpress works – a small, 
alphabet pamphlet-book for children, to teach 
them the Nepali alphabet and basic grammar. We 
stumbled back to our $5 hotel room, drunk on 
history and overwhelmed by the legacy human 
beings are capable of leaving in this world, in this 
case through the art of printing. 

The last letterpress discovery we made was 
in the modest museum of Darjeeling’s Tibetan 
Refugee Self Help Centre. Teary eyed, we read 
about the lives of courageous refugees who built 
the centre from nothing on a dusty hilltop in 
Darjeeling. I heard Adrian gasp in an adjacent 

was taking shape in the post-war era. Design was 
coming to the fore; Newfeld was a co-founder 
of the Typographic Designers of Canada (now 
the Graphic Designers of Canada) in 1956, and 
publishers were willing to invest in a higher level 
of design for the books Canada was producing. At 
the same time, a number of significant writers were 
rising to prominence – Raymond Souster, Leonard 
Cohen and others who have become intertwined 
in the cultural fabric of the country, or at least the 
canon of Canadian content. Giving the work a 
verve that helped make it memorable was Newfeld 
and his colleagues, who contributed as much as 
the writers to shaping what Canadians read and 
understood of themselves.

My own youth was surrounded by books 
handed down from my older sister and brother 
– or handed over as gifts by them – that Newfeld 
designed or illustrated, such as the New Canadian 
Library edition of Stephen Leacock’s Literary 
Lapses (1957) and Lee’s Alligator Pie. The leeway 
Newfeld was given in applying his imagination to 
his work in the hope of inspiring the imagination 
of readers in turn is something he believes the 
current style of illustration prevents by its desire 
for realism. He notes that the title page of Alligator 
Pie was left half uncoloured to encourage readers 
to exercise their own imagination by colouring it. 
The feature backfired, he admits, but it’s a good 
example of what’s become his rejection of the 
drive to provide a finished package of goods for 
readers.

Reading isn’t just a textual experience, 
Newfeld contends. It’s an engagement with the 
whole medium known as the book, from the 
words through the illustrations to the packaging. 
Newfeld’s first rule of illustration holds true 
throughout the book arts, it seems: “Don’t deprive 
the reader of his/her own flight of fancy.” Perhaps 
this was why so many of those attending his 
presentation in Vancouver came clutching copies 
of Alligator Pie for him to sign, 35 years after it was 
originally published. Its hold on them remains, in 
turn upholding him in the respect of readers and 
those who would follow his example.

• Peter Mitham is editor of Amphora.

in his own words

I confess to always having preferred illustrating 
for young people over most other commissions, 
even though it was more complex and 
challenging. And my list of rules to be followed 
seeemed to grow with each commission.

The first thing an illustrator needs – especially 
in the case of the poetry book – is a willing 
author. An author who does not view the use of 
an illustrator as an assault on, and detraction of, 
the quality of his or her writing; or on his or her 
retaining control of his or her creation. A foregone 
conclusion is that somewhere along the line the 
visual response will not correspond to the image 
or images conjured up by the author. This can be 
hard to accept, even when an editor objectively 
concurs that the illustration provided really 
works with the text. Also hard to accept is the 
fact that the reader might successfully conjure up 
yet a totally new image; and the next reader still 
another quite different one. And so on!

The argument frequently put forth is that an 
author should really be compared to a composer. 
And an illustrator compared to a soloist. Thus 
it is up to the composer, and only the composer, 
to establish the auditory interpretation to be 
followed. The problem is that with music the 
interpretive is between two versions of the same 
art form. Obviously there are differences in 
execution. Just compare James Ehnes to Itzhak 
Perlman interpreting the same piece of music! 
But the music written stays the music heard. 
With both disciplines, just music ensues. And 
both disciplines are aimed at the same sensory 
receptacle. Whereas, in the case of the verbal 
compared to the visual communication, two quite 
separate sensory receivers come into play. The 
contact that the visual communication makes 
is on a completely different level to that of the 
written or spoken communication.

• Frank Newfeld, speaking 2 April 2009 
in Vancouver, British Columbia. The 
complete text of the address may be 
found on the Alcuin Society’s Web site, 
www.alcuinsociety.com




