CAXT®NIAN

JOURNALOFTHE CAXTON CLUB OF CHICAGO

VOLUME X. NO 12

DECEMBER 2002

Caxton exhibition focuses on the ‘Fine-Press Movement’ in Chicago

Kim Coventry
Chair, Exhibitions Committee
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Ralph Fletcher Seymour became a true Chicagoan almost the moment he
crossed the lllinois state line from his Indiana home in 1894. A printer for most
of his ninety-five years, Seymour obtained his first job in Chicago because of his
fine penmanship, hand-lettering L. Frank Baum's pre-Oz Father Goose: His Baok
(1899:n0. 1). Ever after, Seymour's book designs retained a calligraphic quality.
Like many others at this time, he was an enthusiast of the Arts and Crafts move-
ment, particularly as exemplified by Englishman William Morris and his Kelmscott
Press.Morris's influence is unmistakable in many early books by Seymour, who
established a press in 1897 in the Fine Arts Building, on Chicago’s Michigan
Avenue. His first book, an edition of John Keats's Ode to Melancholy (1897),is
both calligraphic and Morrisonian. Seymour paid homage to the great designer
by employing a new typeface called Alderbrink,an adaptation of Kelmscott
Golden type, for the first time in an edition of 215 copies of Morris's Art of the
People (1902:n0.2). From 1905 on, he used the imprint Alderbrink Press for the
most elegant of his books.

Like most Arts and Crafts printers, Seymour was torn between art for
art's sake and making a living, between producing his own choice of works under
his own imprint and fulfilling commissions such as that for Baum. His efforts for
the Caxton Club encapsulate his predicament, for he was not paid, but was able
to design books for the sheer pleasure of t. For the club, he designed and printed
two books, James Westfall Thompson's Frankfort Book Fair (1911) and Milo M.
Quiafe’s Development of Chicago 16741914 (1916;n0.3).

Seymour developed into a specialist typophile and paid designer of
small,elite editions for writers and/or their patrons. He designed three variants
of architect Frank LioydWright's Japanese Print (1912) and produced the two-
volume memoirs and reminiscences of Chicago hardware merchant and philan-
thropist JohnV. Farwell (1928;n0.5). He published a number of books on nature
and landscape design (see nos. 6 and 7). In an entirely different mode, Seymour
produced a text on economics by poet Ezra Pound, Patria Mia (1950);it appeared
nearly four decades after Seymour took on the project, because he had mislaid
the manuscript in his office.

Although these works vary greatly in appearance, they are all modernist
inthat they emphasize type as a fundamental design element. Over time Seymour
moved away from the decorative quality of his early Morrisonian efforts in favor
of astyle whose carefuly set, beautifully colored,and finely spaced type evoked,
in his mind, the character of the midwestern prairie. Some books include calli-
graphic titles or title pages; others integrate line drawings into the head and tail-
pieces of the text;a few have plates. But all of Seymour's books of this later period
rely on handsome, unpretentious type for their basic dress. It was this clear sense
of modernist typography that made Seymour the first choice of Chicago's elite

14 for private-press work for over seven decades.
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On]anuary 15, 2003, the Caxton Club-
organized exhibition, Inland Printers: The
Fine-Press Movement in Chicago 1920-45, will open
in the galleries of Columbia College Chicago
Center for the Book & Paper Arts. The show,
which includes more than 80 books and book-
related materials, features Chicago’s preeminent
local, private presses of the period.

A full-color, 45-page catalogue with more
than40illustrations has been published in

conjunction with the exhibition and will be

distributed to those attending the opening event.
The catalogue features the writing of 12
Caxtonians, includinganintroductory essay
written by Paul F. Gehl.

The Caxton Club meeting in January is
scheduled for the exhibition’s opening on January
15, 2003, which will take place at the Center for
Book & Paper Arts (1104 South Wabash, 2™
floor). The evening will commence with a
complementary wine reception and an exhibition

Viewing in the gallery, followed by acatered

dinnerandalecture titled “Inland Printers: Big
Shoulders for Small Presses,” by Paul F. Gehl,
custodian of the John M. Wing Foundation,
the Newberry Library. Inaddition, Caxtonian
William Drendel, director of the center, has
plannedaspecial surprise.

The 45-page color exhibition catalogue will
be available and the authors will be present for
asigning. Thereception and exhibition viewing

will begin at 5 p.m., followed by the dinner and

See EXHIBITION, page 6





































