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Inspired by the lino cuts made by the children of Tullygrawley Public Elementary School, Cullybackey, in 1939/40 in response to Sam Henry’s collected stories, originally published in The Coleraine Chronicle and later collected in A Hank of Yarns.


It’s a tricky business, lino printing. You have to teach your brain to think back to front. If you use the scalpel the way you use the pencil, your picture will print in reverse: all the black you intended will come out white and the white will come out black, like a chalk drawing on a slate. I find it hard to do this, to flip my seeing the way my mother can flip a soda on a griddle, but I’m doing my best, for Mr Henry, and for Master Russell. 

The Master says we’re to do our neatest work and if the prints are judged by Mr Henry to be of a standard to illustrate his column, not only will we have the pleasure of seeing our artwork circulated in print, but we will be ‘liberally rewarded’ for our efforts.

I take the scalpel the way the Master’s showed us and make a deep cut in the lino and it goes in like a knife into butter, satisfying, deep. He says not to go the whole way to the end of the line; to use the smaller knife, so as not to leave crosshatches; the ink will find every ridge, he says, leave every incision blank. The ink doesn’t know which cuts were meant and which ones weren’t, the Master says, the ink is indiscriminate in that sense. 

The Master has read us Mr Henry’s stories and we’ve each chosen the one we wish to illustrate. Sadie is tracing a group of fairies hopping from one toadstool to another; Andy has made a peewit, guarding a nest of mottled eggs; Betty has carved an old couple, sitting by a crackling fire winding a hank of yarn; I’m making a banshee. My banshee will have hollow eyes and spindly bones and her white sheet will drag along the ground like a ghoulish cloak behind her. Gouging out the sheet takes a long time. ‘It’s like cutting turf,’ Stanley says,  bent over his work, ‘but in miniature.’ And it’s true that the lino with its backing of hessian, is dark and fibrous and pliable, like something ancient and layered laid down and dug up from the earth. Stanley is cutting a coat of arms, and he has to write backwards in Latin. Mrs Russell has loaned him a small mirror for the purpose: ‘Nuncia Pacis,’ it reads: ‘Harbinger of Peace’. I don’t touch the background of my lino cut because I want it to come out black, the banshee only comes out at night, after all, but the Master says that the night is never truly black: ‘Add some detail, Josiah.’ So I cut a line of rooftops and a chimney or two for effect. 

I’m leaning heavy on the knife and careful, careful, going around the banshee’s eyes and nose when the Master leaves the room to talk to Mrs Russell in Infants. And I’m working on the banshee’s teeth when out of the corner of my eye I see Laurie Buchanan slip off his shoe and spit a ball of paper into his hand. He pulls back the leather tongue as far as it’ll go and sticks the pellet on the tongue of the shoe and catapults the paper across the room where it lands smack on my cheek. And even though I’ve seen it coming, I can’t help but flinch and the knife slips and there’s a cut now where one shouldn’t have been. And then the Master’s back in the room and there’s nothing I can do except shoot Laurie my filthiest look and brush the disgusting ball of spit off my face. A cut in lino isn’t going to heal and I haven’t time to start again. I just have to let it be. ‘Nuncia Pacis,’ Stanley whispers to me and winks, and I have to laugh at that.

We ink the lino with the rollers and make the prints and leave them in the store to dry and the Master says he’ll decide next day which ones to send to Mr Henry. All night I pray that mine will be good enough. The next morning, when the Master lines the prints up on the bench at the front of the schoolroom we all go to look. Jean’s owl looks out at us from the leaves of a tree, head tilted, feathers preened, one sharp talon gripping a branch. Owen’s whitteret skulks over the grass, its long brush of a tail winding behind. Ned’s cart driver grips the handle of the whip, and the leather curves like a backwards ‘S’ in the air, and the horse lunges ahead. Jean’s shoemaker is just about to take a cobbler’s nail from between his lips. You could put your fingers in the ribs sticking out of the side of Andy’s poor starving cow. The lobster in Owen’s print looks like a second later it will break the knuckles of the fish seller’s hand. 

They’re crude, like cave paintings, like scratches on a wall, but here’s the strange thing, a thing the Master never told us would happen. In black and white, in lines cut crooked and ragged and raw, every face contains an expression, every picture tells a story as loud as if the whitteret had stuck its tail in its mouth and whistled, as if Jean’s owl had called out ‘Twit Twoo’.  You can almost smell the smoke from the chimneys, hear the clank of the shoemaker’s hammer striking the nails. You can feel the tug as Billy’s goat steals the long johns from where they’re hanging on the clothes line; you can see every crease on the barefoot woman’s brow. You can see, too, where my knife slipped when Andy fired the pellet at me, but it makes the banshee’s mouth seem more jagged and fierce and her eyes are looking straight into me, like I’ve just startled her, like she’s the one running from me.

I think that something mysterious must happen when you flip an image back to front. It’s a whole new way of seeing. It’s like the spirit of Mr Henry’s stories has entered into the prints with the ink, like they’ve all been possessed by something unseen to us. The Master says Mr Henry will be delighted and that we’re every one of us artists and we all go home feeling humbled, bewildered by the power of the marks that we ourselves made on a page, thinking that maybe the Master is some kind of magician with the secrets of the whole world buttoned up inside his tweed jacket and that Mr Henry is not a collector of stories at all but some kind of charmed ventriloquist. 
