THE ESSENCE WITHIN

MicHELLE WILSON AND RICHIE LASANSKY

On March 2, 2012, Michelle Wilson interviewed Richie Lasansky, artist, printmaker, and grandson of artist Mauricio Lasansky, a forerunner
in the development of printmaking in America. One month after Richie’s interview, on April 2, 2012, his grandfather passed away.

Michelle Wilson (MW): Tell me what it
was like to study with your grandfather,
Mauricio Lasansky?

Richie Lasansky (RL): A lot of what

I've learned about the studio work ethic
and what’s involved with being an artist
came from studying with my grandfather.
From your own research you probably
know that Stanley Hayter really helped
to spread the practice of engraving and
experimental intaglio, encouraging
artists to use these methods at his Atelier
17 in New York City. My grandfather,
who spent time at the Atelier, had the
same approach when he taught at the
University of [owa—always emphasizing
the importance of experimentation

with process to solve creative problems
in a print. In the early 70’s it seems like
intaglio went in two directions: The
artists who made their own work and the
artists who collaborated at print houses
with master printmakers who were solely
technicians.

I was taught by my grandfather that the
concept, process, and execution were
inseparable in a work of art. So, in order
to dig deep and to realize your potential
as an artist, you had to be involved in
every aspect and to constantly re-evaluate
and experiment. Obviously there is room
for both approaches, depending on how
deeply you want to be involved with
printmaking, but for my money I prefer
not to miss any part of it.

When I first moved to Iowa City in 1992,
I lived in my grandfather’s studio for
about a year. He would wake me up at 6
am to start work, and then I would spend
the whole day sketching the pieces in his
African art collection while he did his
studio work. At the end of the day we
would talk about my drawings. He never
talked specifically about technique but
sometimes he would look at my work and
point out a passage which could become
a jumping off point for him to teach me
more about the role of an artist. He always
encouraged me to try new approaches to
the same aesthetic or technical problem,

—

“Self Portrait,” etching, 36" x 20", 1957, Mauricio
Lasansky, courtesy Lasansky Corp

but more often, he would recommend
looking at a specific artist whose work
might suggest possible visual solutions.
I remember long conversations about
the importance of the artist in society,
how drawing was a way of thinking, and
how crucial it is to learn to apply honest
criticism to your own work.

At the time, hed been working on these
large-scale drawings which included
collaged paper and parts of his prints.
The impressive thing was seeing how
much they would change from day to day.
Watching him work was really an eye-
opener. He wasn't satisfied with the quick
or easy answer. Id think, “That looks
great,” and then hed change it and make
it look even better. In a way, it wasn’t just
what he said to me, but getting to watch
him work that taught me so much.

MW: I've read that you make your own
ink—can you tell me about that?

RL: What’s most important to me as a
printmaker is being involved in the whole
process. In other words I would never let
someone print my work for me. I have
my own press, two in fact. I make my ink
from scratch, and I even make my own
frames. What this does is allow me the
luxury of changing my mind whenever

I want. I can print something anytime I
want, scrape a plate out, edition or not
edition. Leave extra ink on the plate or
make a clean or sloppy proof and even

~ leave something unfinished... you get the

point. No rules and no “right” way to do
something. So everything from cutting
the copper plate to popping a finished
piece into a frame is fun and part of the

~ process. Sometimes I end up with a stack

of proofs and lots of work and just one

. single un-editioned print, with drawing
| on it, that I am willing to show as a
| finished product.

My grandfather and his last assistant, Jon
Fasanelli-Cawelti, also a SAGA member,
taught me how to make ink. Jon and I
would make ink once a year while I lived
in Iowa, and we still get together to do it
when we can. A lot of commercial inks
have extenders in them and feel very
slippery to me when I am wiping a plate.
I ink my plates on a hot plate, wiping with
tarlatan, and the hand-made ink seems
especially well suited to this. It grips the
intaglio marks in a plate very well and
leaves no film on the plate, unless, of
course you want it. Making the ink itself is
fairly straightforward—you combine
carbonized grape vine and carbonized
cow bone with plate oil on a hard surface
and mix it with a glass muller for a half
hour or so. You mix it to the consistency
of dough and then put it into a tin
can—coffee cans are great—and let it sit
for a year to cure. The only hard part is
the cleanup. The vine and bone powder
seems to get everywhere. I find bits of it
all year long as I move things around in
my studio.

MW: So much of your work takes the
form of intimate portraits, close-up views
with only the suggestion of a surrounding
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the drawing or print. Can I make a
drawing of a person, which gets to
the essence in them? Drawing has
to involve more than just the lines or
marks on a page.

MW: The images are not
confrontational; they feel very
welcome in my space as a viewer.

RL: I want my drawings and prints
to look alive. If a piece looks dull

or boring to me, it’s not done. ’'m
trying for more than just an accurate
portrayal. I want to get beneath the
surface of the drawing or print—the

thing between the lines or marks that e - o
makes a piece of art compelling. I
remember reading an interview with ‘Forty Sec ond Street” engraving, etching, and dry-

. . point, two plates, 18" x 177, 2012, Richie Lasansky
Clare’s Monkeyy” engraving, 32" x 24°, 2010, Philip Guston. He was talking about the

Richie Lasansky difference between objective and non- plate is an impermanent state. Could

) objective art and managed to turn these you talk about the plate serving you as a
environment. Talk to me about definitions on their heads. He said that transitional drawing space?
intimacy in your work and in regards to

there could be an object to an abstract
painting, which is essentially whatever is
driving the artist to make the image; it has
a purpose, and vice versa, a figurative, so
called objective image can be lacking any
object and consequently you're left with a
very anemic piece of art.

RL: I don't think of printmaking as an

art form that makes multiples; of course
it does, but thats not what I love about

it. I would call the work I do on a plate
drawing in metal, and I don’t treat it any
differently than drawing on paper or
drawing on a printed proof. None of it is
MW: It is interesting to make something  transitional for me; the act itself is exactly

printmaking.

RL: Let me explain it this way. I grew
up in rural Maine, speaking Spanish,
looking at the prints hanging on our
walls, listening to my mother quote
Lorca poems; there was no TV, and
when I wasn’t playing in the woods all

day, my mother and L had conversations o trait-based in an art form that makes  what I want to be doing and although
about art and creativity. My mother is a multiples. It has almost a quality of it may lead to something else that’s not
professional dancer/choreographer and Eastern religion—these prints become its sole purpose. This is something my
I got to watch her creative process in the ¢ remains of the individual, yet the grandfather taught me, and I've heard a

studio years before I did the same with
my grandfather. In other words, I had
what you would call a highly imaginative
childhood. I had absolutely nothing in
common with other kids my age. Other
people’s life experience seemed exotic,
and I think it made me very interested in
what makes people tick, what makes them
who they are. I draw a lot of friends and
family, but they are not necessarily about
being accurate renderings. I am trying to
make an image of what interests me about
that person; sort of visual description of
their character. The same applies when I
am drawing someone out of my head. In
order for me to stay interested, the person
or animal in the drawing has to take on a
personality. Take classical music, I grew
up listening to it because my father is a
bass player (chamber music). What makes
a piece of music good? It might be the
notes, how it’s played, or it might be the
mood or character behind it. That’s what
I'm after in art—the something behind

Waiting,” pencil on paper, 45" x 55", 2009, Richie Lasansky
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lot of his students say that they left their
studies with him with a sincere “love for
the plate” I keep all my proofs and draw
on them, cut them up or leave them as is,
not because I want multiples, but more so
I can keep a record of my process on the
plate. Sometimes I even look at my old
proofs and wonder why did I keep going?

As far as my technical process on the
plate, most of my prints begin with
engraving —it’s my go-to medium and
thanks to my grandfather’s instruction, I
try to treat it like pencil on paper. I might
have something drawn out on the metal
with grease pencil, but I mostly start
engraving in order to work the thing out.
So in a way the pieces, which take a more
meandering path to resolve, generally
have more techniques. Belladonna began
as a very crisp engraving of my aunt—but
the coldness of the engraved line didn’t
seem to fit her so I etched and scraped
repeatedly on the plate (for about a

year) until I ended up with this sort of
moody portrait of her. The zinc plate for
“Bolivian Hat” actually began as a self-
portrait etching in 1995—since then it’s
been through about a dozen or more
radically different failed states. I engraved
on it, used drypoint, and scraped the plate
almost completely a couple of times. It
was the plate I beat my head against when
I didn’t have anything else going on. Then
in 2010 I found my lost Bolivian hat (and
since I was born in Bolivia—I went with
it). I etched two color plates and finished
the black plate in about a day.

MW: This implies a romantic rather than
intellectual relationship with your work.

RL: Yes, first of all I'm doing this because
I truly enjoy it—I'm really happiest when
I'm working on a plate or drawing. I'm
looking for what isn’t quantifiable so

there is no rubric for this. I think that
making the work has to be all heart but it’s
important to be analytical, say, intellectual
when you are critiquing your own

work. Thats where you pinpoint your
tendencies or weaknesses and hopefully
push yourself on to the next level. This
analytical part of the process is very
private for me so I don’'t have a handy
sound bite which I use to describe my

“Fish Girl,” engraving, 8" x 10", 2009, Richie Lasansky

work. I think it would be disingenuous for me to chart a neat trajectory between intent
and finished product—it’s usually much messier than that.

I have the feeling that often what captures someone’s interest in a print or drawing of
mine might not be the same as the answer to why or how I made it. My creative process
is personal, mostly visual, and really consists of a series of unrelated, non-linear, even
accidental decisions and reactions.

I prefer to present myself visually—in other words I feel more comfortable making
prints than I do talking about my prints or what they mean. What I can say is that I
know each time I'm working on a print the experience is unique. Sometimes I start

on the plate or from a sketch, people I know or that I make up, but the direction it
takes always has a lot to do with the other random things that are going on around
me; conversations, moods, things I see or books I'm reading, and I couldn’t necessarily
draw all the connections between these things and the marks ’'m making. I know I'm
not unique in this approach, but while I think an erratic and unpredictable search for
a solution makes for a better print, a step-by-step description of it also doesn’t make
the most compelling read. For example: one of my prints—”Sasha”—really started

as a drawing of a friend’s nose, then for the next two years I had multiple and vastly
different versions of this piece; some really fleshed out with darkly etched linear
backgrounds and a couple totally different versions of the face. I liked some of the
versions along the way but the one on the website is where I stopped...for now. If I ever
go back to this piece I'm sure I'll end up changing it again, since that’s the fun part. My
grandfather used to say that printmaking was like fishing—you can’t predict what will
happen, you can't force it, and you just have to be patient, flexible, and adaptive—plus
you have to know how to fish! So while I can’t or, more accurately, don’t want to put my
finger on exactly where my prints come from or what they are, I can say for sure that I
like to print, I change my mind a lot, and mistakes are always a big part of it.

Michelle Wilson is a printmaker, book artist, and papermaker who lives in the San Francisco Bay area.
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