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3. WORKING METHODS AND ETCHING PROCESSES

3.1 Working method

One of my central concerns in this body of work has been to produce pictorial environ-
ments with a strongly recognisable sense of realism. This realism has assisted in the
believable portrayal of the narrative content of the work. Part of the nature of the images
has also been determined by my source material, which has been largely photographic.
The use of photographs has allowed me to represent various physical conditions in a
recognisable way, but the idiom has also enabled me to distort and subvert the physical
manifestation of these conditions, while still retaining the realism of the genre, thus sug-
gesting that it is possible to manipulate perceived reality, or more importantly, the per-
ception of reality.

In preparing the images, I relied on the easily manipulated processes of collage, and
explored some of the ways in which meanings changed with the conjunction of differ-
ent images. My starting point was usually a collection of photocopied images as well as
photographic ‘snapshots’ taken of some friends who have disabilities. A rough collage
would be copied onto the plate, after which I would employ a range of intaglio etching
processes to develop the image.

3.2 Technical processes

All the prints were produced on .9mm copper plates. The material qualities of copper
provided a surface that would stand up to reworking and would retain delicate aquatints
through extended print runs. Ferric chloride was used due to its stability and depend-
able etching properties.

All the images were generally processed in a similar way. Firstly the photocopied collage
was traced directly onto a smoked, blackened hardground, to provide a rough guide for
the image. Through the use of various sharpened etching needles I drew and stippled
through the waxed surface. The plate was step-etched to achieve the various tones of the
lines. After the application of etched lines on the plate I applied aquatint to the plate by
means of an aquatint box. In this process I usually laid different aquatint grounds,
normally a fine aquatint in areas denoting flesh and coarser aquatints to emphasise other
substances, such as earth in The river. The contrast of aquatints served to create varia-
tion of texture in the image. The aquatinted grounds were again step-bitten to produce
a range of tones. After this stage a proof was taken to determine what needed to be
accentuated or reworked. To emphasise volume and detail, as well as to create integra-
tion of various areas in the etching, I would burnish areas of the aquatint.
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In Above Budapest 1 used a gelatin-based dichromate light-sensitive emulsion to expose
a photographic image onto the plate. I deliberately cut up the film positive in order to
fracture the image. In this way I integrated the various component parts. In addition to
this I unevenly etched different areas of the photographic image by spit-biting, thereby
further breaking down the photographic image and giving it the appearance of a hang-
ing curtain.

In various images I introduced spit-biting techniques directly onto areas of an aquatint
ground. This produced a softer, watercolour-like quality to some of the images, such as
in the television screen in Lucas and Talana, as opposed to the hard edge produced by a
bitumen resist. |

In printing the plates I mixed various versions of black, bistro and green into the reds
and blue colour inks in which the images were printed. The application of the colour
inks onto the plate was done ‘4 la poupé’, or by means of selectively wiping each area
of plate separately, with the desired colour.

All prints printed on 230 gram Hahnemuhle etching paper, 1200mm x 800mm.

3.3 Technical challenges

In the beginning the size of my images was limited by the size of the etching press. At
first I was able to make the plate as big as the press bed (550 x 900 mm), and fold the
edges of the paper over the sides of the bed. With the arrival of the new Brand press my
plates were increased in size though I was still restricted by the size of the acid baths and
aquatint cupboard. I decided to work with these limitations and with the last five plates
I was able to achieve both a manageable and desirable scale.
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