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This book is dedicated to my sons, Doug and Greg, who have always been involved in my interest in the arts. Without them I would not be who I am. They are the light in my life.


About the Author
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Bonny Lhotka graduated from Bradley University, where she majored in painting and printmaking. In 1986, she added a Macintosh computer to her studio tools, and today continues her innovation with new approaches to her work.

Her artwork is commissioned by, or is included in, several hundred collections including Consumer Electronics Association, Lucent Technologies, United Airlines, Johnson Space Center, Vestas, Crickett, Qwest, U.S. Department of State, Charles Schwab, the City of Denver, Wells Fargo, The Boeing Company, American Society of Clinical Oncology, and a large number of private collections. Her work is shown internationally, and appears in numerous books and articles featuring experimental media. She is listed in Who’s Who in American Art and Who’s Who in America Women.

In 1997, Bonny organized “Digital Atelier: A printmaking studio for the 21st century” at the Smithsonian American Art Museum and was an Artist-in-Residence there for 21 days. She is the recipient of the Computerworld Smithsonian Award for Technology in the Arts.

Bonny worked with a group of curators to help them envision the potential of digital printmaking in “Media for a New Millennium,” a work-tank/think-shop organized by the Vinalhaven Graphic Arts Foundation. As one of three artists of the Digital Atelier, Bonny was invited by Marilyn Kushner of the Brooklyn Art Museum to show a selection of work and demonstrate how to create and combine original digital prints with traditional printmaking and photographic processes.

Over the past decade, Bonny has continued her work as an experimental artist, inventing new processes, materials, and technologies, and combining them with classic fine art materials and techniques. Aside from many one-artist exhibitions, she is in demand as a speaker, educator, author, and artist. Recently, she has worked with major corporations to explore fine art applications for their products. Within this book, Bonny assembles collections of those techniques that you can add to your own studio.


Artist Statement

Throughout my career I’ve pursued new techniques and technologies, not for their own sake but to further my art. This ongoing push to grow and expand means that once I’ve produced a body of work with one particular technique, I rarely go back and revisit it unless I can transform it into something new and unique.

Most of my work involves layers, both digital and physical, either placed directly on a surface or moved from one surface to another. This depth and richness comes from piling on too much, and then subtracting until I reach my goal. I used to joke with my sons that if they just chipped away all the excess stone from a rock, they’d find a sculpture inside—that’s pretty close to how I work. My biggest challenge is that I’m always so sure I’ll find a use for things that I rarely throw them out. I probably still have chips from those rocks stored in a box somewhere.

In my earlier body of work called Horizons: Altered Reality, I explore the intersection of reality and abstractions in nature. This common language is created when material and conceptual realities are balanced, and the viewer finds a place to rest and reflect on the timeline of their life—it’s a horizon where dreams meet reality.

In much of my recent work, photographic reality captures the moment in time. How I perceive that moment is different from those viewing my work—we’re all influenced by the sum of our experiences. And yet there is also a common foundation that we all share. The work uses photographs taken from airplanes, cruise ships, macro photographs, and lazy walks in Colorado, California, Illinois, and Florida. We all can share the majesty of a day of frozen fog along the foothills of the Rocky Mountains, and marvel at the textures that nature brings into our lives.

I use the camera to capture those moments, saving them in my archives until the time when I’m working on a piece and it triggers a memory. Then it’s a dash to my image library to collect all the individual elements together to share a thought, an image, a concept—to tell the story that I’m trying to tell. That’s the beauty of these processes: They let me use any image, even with technical flaws, if it helps further that tale.

For that’s what we all really are—storytellers. A photograph of a bloom pushing through the spring snow tells a tale of renewal and the persistence of life. A classic sunset over the California coast reminds us of that wedding reception where we all got our feet wet. And a still life of dolls, antiques, and toys draws a smile of remembered childhood joy. I wish you the best, as you tell your own unique tales.
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Preface


Alchemy of Printmaking

Jack Duganne

The beauty, romance, and passion of the printmaker is best revealed in this Wikipedia description of printmaking:



Printmaking is the process of making artworks by printing...Printmaking normally covers only the process of creating prints with an element of originality, rather than just being a photographic reproduction of a painting...Printmaking is not chosen only for its ability to produce multiple impressions, but rather for the unique qualities that each of the printmaking processes lends itself to.

Many people had a hand in directing my path in photographic silk screening. I abandoned premed and 12 years as a medical technologist after an amazing dream I had which centered on a painting of blood cells. On the other side of the UCLA campus from premed, I began working with Max Hein, who was doing remarkable, large, colorful photographic silk-screen prints. My career was then cast in stone, following the appeal of technology-assisted printmaking. Later, I met John Bilotta in his Westwood studio near UCLA where he ran the first digital printmaking studio in Los Angeles, and then connected with Mits Kataoka of UCLA’s graduate Department of Design. Here I discovered the Fujix digital printing system, and later, the IRIS printer where IRIS salesman Steve Boulter connected me with printer David Coons. David was creating very large black and white prints for a traveling exhibition of Graham Nash’s work (of CSN fame). Working with David out of Graham’s garage got me hooked; at that moment, I became a fine art digital printmaker!

At that same time, these revelations were occurring to many other printmakers, including Bonny Lhotka. Bonny saw the digital revolution and inkjet printing as an opportunity to add another set of tools to be used as matrix and plate with different presses, inks, and papers. At the 1992 MacWorld Expo in San Francisco, an infatuation with Encad printers and eventual pairing with HP, Epson, and Roland printers presented that opportunity—and she has never looked back!

Bonny and I met at a trade show and what I saw of her work on display amazed me! It involved many more processes associated with it than just a straight digital print on rag paper. This was my first introduction to the creative forces at play with Bonny’s work. Since then, I’ve had the privilege of working closer with her and learning incredible techniques and processes developed at her studio in Boulder, Colorado.

Bonny Lhotka is a painter who works as a printmaker. She is a hands-on user of any applicable tool available within her creative reach—both real and virtual. In college, she began working with oil painting and acrylic along with collagraph printmaking, where she used every technique within those mediums to create her art. In a quote made to Videor Art Foundation, Bonny says, “I go into the studio every day hoping for an unknown adventure. I start painting without any preset idea and let incidences intuitively dictate my daily work. I think this method is the best for mixtures of painting, printing, and digital imaging. It is the optimization of a 20-year collection of solutions for the multimedia dilemma. I am using the inherent characteristic of acrylic paint to produce a series: the ability to stick to one surface and not to another is just as important for the creation of my work as its flexible nature. I paint a monotype in acrylic paint for the latter combination with my digital file.”

A printmaker’s studio is a playground where every manner of madness can occur. Bonny uses so many different techniques and types of equipment in her studio that the ability to move from project to project is seamless and fluid. She invents as she goes. For example, she uses electric kitchen deep fryers as pots for boiling solutions into which metal plates, previously treated with stencils and relief materials, become substrates upon which further unique transfer techniques are used to apply photographs and other graphic elements to create, finally, a finished piece of artwork!

Bonny’s printmaking equipment includes a 30" × 40" Griffin etching press, a custom 36" × 48" hydraulic press with a floating bed she designed, an HP Z3200 and an HP 9180, a Universal Laser Systems Versa Laser 4.60, a Roland BN-20, and an Epson 9800. She uses ErgoSoft RIP, Adobe Creative Suite 6, and Super Flip! 3-D Genius. Rexam Graphics, Roland, and Arches products are her primary source for media along with the custom substrates she creates for her art.

Printmaking techniques can generally be divided into basic categories including the traditional and digital, or a combination of the two. Bonny uses them all!

In many cases, she invents the techniques to create some of those processes. She is a chemist, engineer, physicist, biologist, inventor, teacher, and tinkerer—but above all, she is an artist!

Bonny is the penultimate teacher. She gives away all that she has developed, in the form of workshops, training sessions in her studio, books, and DVDs. Her explanations are clear and measured, and her presentations are very well planned and understandable. I have all of anything she has published or produced, and whenever the opportunity presents itself to attend an event where I can work together with her or just watch a presentation that she is having, I am there! I had the privilege of having her to my studio for a two-day workshop of film transfers using her DASS film and SuperSauce, both of which she invented and distributes from her website at www.lhotka.com or at the Digital Art Seminars website, www.digitalartstudioseminars.com.

Bonny’s vision supersedes all process and invention. Her photography and imagery are awe-inspiring. I am literally taken away and breathless when I observe her new work for the first time. I no longer see the process behind the pieces, only the power of the color and form before me.

As graphicspower.com states, “The Lhotka style is one of complexity resolved by synthesis. What began as a dual interest in water media and printmaking evolved in multi-layered abstract and semi-abstract painting/collages, often of heroic scale.”


About Jack Duganne

Master Printmaker Jack Duganne, one of the original architects of digital fine art printmaking and the originator of the term Giclée, is currently teaching all levels of Adobe Photoshop at Santa Monica College in the Academy of Entertainment and Technology. Involved in the visual arts since his days as a fine art student at UCLA in the late 60s, Jack established the standards for emerging digital printmaking.




Foreword


A Layered Path

Kathryn Maxwell

Long before most of us recognized the importance of computers in our daily lives, let alone our art practices, Bonny Lhotka added a Macintosh computer to her studio tools. Since that time she has been an innovator and inventor of new materials and techniques that utilize the ever-expanding digital technology in combination with her expertise in more traditional art-making methods.



Current digital print technology has come a long way from the days when Bonny first added that early Macintosh to her studio. Advances in digital technology allow anyone with a desktop inkjet or laser printer the ability to create a form of print at the touch of a button. The images created from the average desktop printer can rival the detail, clarity, and color of photographs printed individually by hand and with the best materials of past decades. Now images can be printed relatively easily, inexpensively, and in never-ending quantities as long as the digital file is intact. These images tend to have a sameness that is in large part due to the unchanging coating of dye or pigment on an unvarying, and generally unlovely, substrate. No artist’s hand need touch the print until it is completed; no artist’s touch is visible in the final output. For the artist, the labor involved in the creation of digital works, whether with small desktop models or high-end printers, is no longer physical but of the cerebral sort. The artist determines conceptual and visual outcomes on a computer monitor with the aid of ever-changing and sophisticated software platforms, a button is pressed, and a print is completed.

In contrast, traditional lithographs, etchings, relief prints, or screen prints, and the early photographic techniques such as photogravures, collotypes, or daguerreotypes, made laboriously by hand, can have variations in color, ink coating, substrate, or even slight changes in registration. All of these processes are labor intensive, and the artist is intimately connected and physically engaged with the materials used to create the works. The mark of the human hand is self-evident in these older forms of printmaking and photography. Some of these works may even contain physical evidence of the artist’s hand through the unintentional incorporation of a fingerprint!

Curators and collectors prize the obviously handmade object due to the imperfections and indication of the human hand evidenced in its form. Purely digital prints, while they may be conceptually and visually brilliant, lack the unique evidence of the artist’s hand. There has been a resurgence in the field of printmaking in the most basic but hand-intensive technique of relief printing. Other forms of printmaking have also experienced a renewed interest among artists and the general population as contemporary society becomes more familiar with the materials and techniques of the mediums through YouTube, Do It Yourself TV programs, and blogs or other Internet offerings. Within photography, artists have renewed their interest in tintypes, daguerreotypes, cyanotypes, and other older forms of non-silver photography as a means to connect more directly with the material world and create a sense of object. In The Substance of Style, Virginia Postrel asserts that sensory pleasure and meaning are fundamental biological wants, universal human desires. Traditional forms of printmaking and photography combine these two elements beautifully; the purely digital may appeal to the desire for meaning but often denies the want of sensory pleasure for both the artist and the viewer. As new digital technologies allow us to exactly repeat an image over and over again, we as artists and humans cannot relinquish the desire for the unique final layer the human hand can provide on prints, photographs, or other art objects.

Where does this leave the contemporary artist? Must it be a choice between the many advantages of 21st century imaging technology or the sensory pleasure and unique layer of the individual artist’s hand? Luckily for us, Bonny Lhotka shares her innovations and inventions with the rest of us, opening new realms of possibilities for artists that combine the digital with the unique qualities of the purely handmade art object. In The Last Layer, Bonny continues her artistic dialogue with the digital medium after it leaves the printer, exploring traditional and non-traditional art materials to add the evidence of the artist’s hand, the last layer to images. Bonny has devised techniques such as the pearloid transfer that references daguerreotypes with their shimmering, ethereal look. The digital image is combined with real-world materials to become a unique object. There is a sensory pleasure for the artist during the creation of the works with these techniques, but also for the viewer. The contemporary viewer can relate to the images, the handling of the layers and vibrant colors provided through the digitally printed images, yet much of the appeal, the sensory pleasure and evidence of the artist’s hand is added in the last layer. One need only view the beautiful reproductions of Bonny Lhotka’s artworks in this book to understand the numerous directions a printmaker, photographer, or other artist might go with these techniques.

The digital revolution has indeed impacted photography and printmaking. With the techniques in The Last Layer, artists can create artworks that relate strongly to the contemporary world, but have an appeal that links them to the past. The question now is, what will you do with the techniques presented in The Last Layer that makes an artwork uniquely your own? What will be your last layer?


About Kathryn Maxwell

Kathryn Maxwell is Professor of Printmaking and Associate Director for Academic Affairs for the School of Art at Arizona State University in Tempe. Her prints and mixed media artworks have been exhibited in numerous solo and group exhibitions. Her work is also represented in numerous public and corporate collections.




Section I: Basics


1. Introduction
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A photographer or artist builds images layer by layer, each one adding complexity and meaning to the final work. For the digital artist, those may be Adobe Photoshop or Adobe Photoshop Lightroom layers or edits, and held in digital form rather than a physical surface. Yet in the end, the work must be transferred to a substrate—paper, wood, or even the glass screen an image is projected upon. It’s that last layer that makes it a complete work.

With the transition from darkrooms and printmaking into a digital world, the computer has become an important tool on the artist or photographer’s workbench, but we’ve lost that final handwork performed in the darkroom that allowed us to create a truly unique original work. Now, using the techniques in this book we can restore the second half of the process as if we were once again using the darkroom for manipulation, and produce works with individual character.

My art is like life itself. The goal is both the final work and enjoying the process. Recently, I’ve taken an interest in new processes: using sunlight to create a plate as an interim step before the final photographic image, or blending leaves as a natural photosensitive emulsion. Based on early photographic techniques, my new processes are ethereal, three-dimensional, and unlike anything I’ve ever done before (see Blond Bob to your left). In The Last Layer, we’ll explore the actual making of light-sensitive materials for developing unique images, as well as techniques to transfer digital images to various substrates, including glass and canvas.

Further, we’ll look at ways to make prints that take their inspiration from early processes like anthotype, cyanotype, tintype, daguerreotype (Figure 1.1), photogravure, and Polaroid, as well as traditional printmaking processes such as monotypes, collagraphs, and etchings. By applying these classic techniques to modern images, the artist can explore the limits of their creative voice: not simply re-creating the past with new technology but rather building upon history to form a totally unique work (Figure 1.2).

[image: Image]
Figure 1.1. Quinn Jacobson is one of the few professional photographers who still uses the wet collodion process to create authentic works. This 6½" x 8½" whole plate black glass ambrotype is titled Rex.


[image: Image]
Figure 1.2. Cover Girl is an 8" × 10" image using new processes.


Because my new processes eliminate the toxic chemicals used in the past, everyone, including educators, will find that these processes allow for exploring styles that were never before possible, and include simple, inexpensive techniques. Students, photographers, and artists can go back to that personal, hands-on approach, take it further than they could in the past, and add a uniqueness not available in a digital studio.

For those of you who have read Digital Alchemy, Chapters 2 and 3 will cover familiar ground. But because I’ve continued to experiment and have learned more tips and tricks, I’ve updated those sections, so please take a quick look. Everything else in the book involves new processes designed to leverage the last layer to enhance your own creative works (Figure 1.3).

[image: Image]
Figure 1.3. This 8" × 10" SuperSauce pigment transfer on aged metal is titled The Gaze.



Who Is This Book For?

I have designed this book for the photographer-as-artist who can now have the means to find their voice through hands-on techniques. In the past, many photographers found that having the ability to print their own images was cost prohibitive, they simply didn’t have the space, or maybe they didn’t want to handle and manage the various chemicals. Instead, they left the printing process to a local lab. Those labs do amazing work yet limit the photographer’s creative voice by taking the actual printing—the last layer—out of their hands.



Within the past fifteen years, all of that has changed. For the same money it would take to set up a photographic lab, you can now have some of the best digital printers on the market, or for a fraction of that cost, you can own printers that will still produce amazing images. For the processes I’ll show you here, the only equipment required is a desktop inkjet printer that uses pigment inks, and a handful of readily available materials and supplies.

But what about talent? And what about the quality of your original image? I’ll be the first to admit that these printers cannot produce works that truly replicate the hands-on nature of darkroom geniuses like Ansel Adams and Jerry Uelsmann. Furthermore, with the widespread use of low-quality digital cameras embedded in cellular phones, we’re all creating a large number of images that may have outstanding compositions but may lack the technical quality for use in fine photography and art.

My solution? After much trial and error and new discoveries, it is with pride that I offer these techniques in The Last Layer. They will allow you as a photographer to take your artistic abilities and work with your best images as well as those spur-of-the-moment ones and produce unique, high-quality works that cannot be duplicated with an app, filter, or software package. And who knows, your finished product could border on genius.


Navigating Through This Book

To use this book, your only prerequisite is the knowledge to create an image (either photography or artwork) and print it on an inkjet printer using pigment inks. Everything I’ll show you here begins after that step.


I’ve organized this book in such a way that you can move mostly at your will throughout the chapters—but with three caveats.

First, read Section 1 in its entirety, as it contains preliminary information and procedures you need to move on safely to the sections that follow. (As I’ve mentioned, if you’ve read Digital Alchemy, please reread Chapters 2 and 3, as there are some new concepts there.)

Second, for each of the process chapters in Sections 2 through 5, you can choose any process in any order so long as you first read the related introduction chapter that’s at the section’s beginning.

Third, for each process, I recommend you read through the entire set of procedures before beginning the project. Not only will you need to have everything ready in advance for the time-sensitive steps, but you’ll also find that some of the steps assume you have items already prepared (including materials and tools).

You can use The Last Layer as a standalone work, though if you haven’t already read Digital Alchemy, you may be interested in doing so, as it provides additional basic methods of working in digital mixed-media processes.


Final Word

My passion for seeing the marks made by the hand and a desire to have a multi-sensory experience when looking at art leads me to explore and push the boundaries of digital printmaking. I use the long history of artistic and photographic techniques, combined with new technologies, to find solutions to problems I don’t yet have. My mind is one giant flea market of thoughts and visions competing for attention. Ideas collide and spawn methods for making prints in new ways—sometimes these ideas work, and other times they are glorious failures.


If you were to visit my studio (Figure 1.4), you’d find (aside from all the broken blenders and other failures) that it’s about half technology and half traditional tools. I do have some equipment in my studio that many readers won’t, but those are the exceptions, not the rule. I keep hoping that technology’s relentless pace will bring the cost of those UV printers down to where I can afford to have one of the big ones in my own studio (and when it does, watch for another book!). Until then, I’ll continue to use those big UV flatbed printers. And fortunately, I use a sign shop that lets me participate in the printing process. You can go to www.thelastlayerbook.com for a list of companies that will print or laser etch images for you.

[image: Image]
Figure 1.4. From a large studio to a basement workshop, you can use this book to extend your work to whole new levels.




Note

Register your book on www.peachpit.com/LastLayer and get a free bonus chapter. “New Technology and Future Directions” offers my latest explorations into laser cutting and engraving, printing with UV-cured white pigments, and new ideas for creating luminous images with solvent inks reminiscent of orotones of the early 1900s.




My last book, Digital Alchemy, shared some of the initial and basic processes that transform the digital studio into a physical studio. Now, The Last Layer takes that further and is filled with really cool stuff that I’ve used in creating a new body of work for several shows—and a few additional things that I invented along the way because of strange ideas (like putting leaves in a blender) that pop into my mind.

I now pass along these processes to you adventurous artists, printmakers, and photographers who desire to bring back the hands-on role in creating the physical print. Quite simply, what you’ll find in these pages are the techniques that I’m the most proud of, and that I’ve used to create what I believe is the very best art I’ve ever done.

Now I invite you to jump in, start experimenting, and see where the creative winds take you. Join me on this adventure into the real world of sensory printmaking.
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