OFF THE PRESS

Duplicating masterworks is
an exacting task. Rarely
credited for the finished
product, the printer's
printer works alone,
breathing life into cold
lead plates and, finally,
destroying them. In an
insecure profession, he
counts on personal safis-
faction—and, hopefully,

good pay—as his applause.
B . By LINDA POLONSKY.



or master printer Francesco Co-
pello, working is an exercise in
contradictions: While pninung an
etching, he is surrounded by
messy inks, pungent acids and a
clutter of implements. The results of his
labors. however, are immaculate: printed
etchings, free of smudges, inky finger-
prints or creases, each hand-pnnted work
is—as if printed by machine —idenucal to
the next.

Born in Chile to Italian parents, Copello
is a mulu-talented artist in hus own nght:
His works have been exhibited in both the
United States and Italy and are represented
in the permanent collections of prestgious
museums such as New York’s Museum of
Modermn Art and Brooklyn Muscum, the
New York Public Library and the Biblio-
théque Nationale de Paris. He's also a per-
forming artist, whose dances and panto-
mimes have been staged in the United
States and [taly.

But for almost three years now, 48-year
old Copello has been working in New
York as the personal printer for Sandro
Chia, the world-renowned [Italian arust
who divides his ume beoween America and

laly.
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For Copelio, printing an etching 1s like
performing an intricate dance. “I enjoy the
mantal part of printing an etching,” he
says. “It’s very physical bécause you have
to keep moving and you have to be very

fast.” During a deadline period he will
frequently work ten hours a day. In fact,
he recently fimushed prninting 400 of Chua’s
latest etchings in just six weeks.

Creating an etching involves close col-

laboration between artist and printer. For

example, Chia is very classical in his choice
of color, preferring subdued blacks and
browns. Copello, in contrast, loves bold
color and has managed on occasion to per-
ilmdc Chia to experiment more with color.
I’s by murual agreement,” says Copello.
The process is complicated and exacting.
First, the artist covers a rectangular zinc or
Copper plate with vamish, allows it to dry
and then draws directly onto the plate with
a sharp metal instrument called a point.
drawu?:i:i initially done in reverse; it
e o . S
5 SR duning the printing
Once the drawing and choice of color is

.cmm'-‘: the etcher takes over. First he

Places the etched plate in a deep tray, filled
He leaves it there between five

19 20 minutes, depend:;
| » depending on the depth and
thickness of the etched lines. “You have to
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lines drawn by the arust. “Working with
the acid is one of the most mysterious and
delicate parts of etching,” says Copello,
“because the acid is affected by tempera-
ture and humudity. And there’s no way to
!cil somebody when the plate is ready. It's
just expenence.”

Areas where the acid has bitten suffi-
ciently are now covered again with varnish
for protecuon. If other areas need deeper
depressions—which will eventually result
in darker printed marks—they must be
exposed to the acid for a longer period.

“With ope of Chia’s recent etchings, To Ce
A Bay, I put the plate back in the aud six
times to get the degree of darkness I need-
ed,” says Copello.

In order to introduce ink into the
grooves, the plate must be heated and the
acid rinsed off. The plate is inked heavily
and the excess is removed with pieces of
loosely woven cloth—and with the palms
of the printer’s bare hands. The inked
plate is now placed face-up on the press;
the paper—wet so it will not crease dunng
printing—is placed over the plate and
both plate and paper are covered with sev-
eral thick, wool blankets. Copello then
turns the wheel of the press, which causes

 the plate and paper to pass under a heavy
metal roller. Pressure from the roller forces
the ink from the grooves in the plate onto
the paper.

prthp; final etching contains several dif-
ferent colors, the marks in each parucular
color are etched into a different plate; each
plate is then printed individually onto the
same piece of paper.

When the printing process is -:nrnph::tcd,
the work is placed on a rack to dry. The
etching could take 12 hours 10 dry,. Co-
pello says, “but if the depressions in the
plate are very deep it could take two oOr
three days.” After the ink is dry, the paper
is dipped quickly in water once again and .
thén dried untder pressure between

two
thick blotters. “This gives you a clean; flat, .
srofessional 160k,” he. explains, “betause .

The prints are now 10 be signed
order in which they were printed. Certain
pnats, , are given names rather
than numbers. “The arts’s proof or ‘AP
is the first print you pull,” says Copello,
“but I may make 10 or 15 artist’s proofs. |
will usually get one or two of these and
Szndmwﬂlkeepﬂtrﬁl"'mmmy,
however, decide to sell his proofs, which is
why they are sometimes found in galleries.

Before printing the full edition the print-
er pulls a final proof, or “BOT” (a French
abbreviaton for “bon @ wre” meaning
“good to pull”). This print, which has to
be approved by the arust, is the standard
by which all furure prints are judged.

For Chia’s latest senes, Copello had 10
print 70 each of five ewchings. Ensuring
that they are all alike 15 one of the most
difficult aspects of his work “You really
have to concentrate with this work. You
can't watch TV while you are doing ,”
says Copello. “And you usually discard at
least 15 percent because they are not up
standard.”

Once the prninung 1s completed, the art-
ist is required by law to destroy the plate,
thus ensuring that further ecinons—wiuch
would reduce the value of the ongnal
work—cannot be printed. “You usually
destroy the plate by scratching two diago-.
nal lines across it or making holes in it and
letting the acid eat these marks intothe
plate,” says Copello.

In spite of the fact that the pnnter’s
work can generate large profits for publish-
ers and dealers, the printer himself rarely
enjoys financial security. For example, Co-
pello is able to charge $100 per pnnt,
partly because of his experience and partly
because he agreed to have payment stag-
gered over a one-year period. |

The price of one set of five etchings,
however, increases substantally once it 1s
sold: An art dealer would pay $4,000 for
the set of five; the public, in tumn, would
pay 36,000. R R

Yet, as Copello notes, unpredictability 1s
an inevitable part of the existence ﬂ‘t both
printer and artist. “1t’s an awful fechng—
all this insecurity,” he says. “It drains your
energy. And you spend a lot of ume wor-
rying that should bc spent on working.
The need to work creatively 1s part of
Copello’s personality, 3. part he cannot
resist. “You create something that COMES -
from inside of you, and you have to take
care of that creature,” he says. But creating
not enough. “You have

to try o cmuﬂunkﬂt:)ﬁlrmmom jons ‘and
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