A Frank Stella collaging a new element onto a proof for La penna
di hu (black and white), March 1987.

Frank Stella: La penna di hu

rank Stella has been collaborating on print projects

with Ken Tyler since 1966. The body of work

produced during this long and fruitful relationship

has challenged the dimensions of graphic image
making. Since the late 1960’s, Tyler has also assisted Stella
with the technical development of his relief paintings.
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Drawing upon his industry knowledge and connections,
Tyler has been directly involved in searching for appropriate
materials and methods to fabricate Stella’s works. This
unique collaborative relationship has led to the dynamic
development of Stella’s new printmaking project, which
had its beginnings in early 1984.

In his relief paintings, Stella has been exploring abstract
three-dimensional space, most often on a large scale. While
working on the Cones and Pillars series, he was searching
for a method which would enable him to work with his
ideas more freely without having to construct a dimensional
model each time. In March 1984, Tyler arranged for Stella
to visit the Computer Graphics Laboratory at the New York
Institute of Technology on Long Island. There he met with
Michael McDermott and Michael O’Rourke, who were able
to develop digital software from a Cones and Pillars
styrofoam model with black and white printed elements
adbered.

A Ken Tyler screenprinting La penna di bu, assisted by John
Fulton, John Hutcheson and Paul Imboden, October 1988.

An Evans & Sutherland Multi-Picture System computer
used this newly developed software to produce wire frame

images as seen from six points of view—front, back, left,
right, top, and bottom. On this computer video display
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A John Hutcheson pulling an impression from the second metal
relief plate for La penna di bu, July 1988.

screen Stella could see his work in three dimensions. By
giving commands to O’Rourke at the computer, he was
then able to modify, refine, or move any of the three-
dimensional forms to any destination within the picture
screen, immediately seeing the results of his imagination.

After Stella was satisfied with the imagery on the
computer screen, drawings were made by an automatic
drafting machine. At Tyler Graphics Mark Mahaffey, collab-
orating with Stella, translated these computer images into
three-dimensional models constructed from foamcore and
wood. Working closely with outside fabricators, primarily
Check-Mate Industries Inc., Stella further altered these
models as they were made into large metal reliefs.

While Stella was working on the relief paintings, he was
also developing new prints based on similar imagery. He
chose two computer-generated line drawings from the
Cones and Pillars series to be made into relief magnesium
plates at TGL. Proofs were pulled from both plates. At the
artist studio, Stella cut up the two proofs and collaged them
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into a new image from which an outline on mylar was
made. Using this mylar map as a guide, the two magnesium
plates were cut up and reassembled. Then, a new proof
was pulled.

This scenario was repeated many times before the
composition was resolved. From this process emerged La
penna di bu (black & white), an etching, relief, aquatint on
TGL handmade paper. Measuring 77%2" x 58%", this is
Stella’s largest black and white print to date. In the last
stages of La penna di bu (black & white), Stella was not
completely satisfied with the tonal relationships of the
intaglio printing from the magnesium plates: he wanted
greater contrast between the soft grays and deepest black
areas. The rich velvet black tones Stella desired were finally
achieved by using aquatint on copper plates.

La penna di bu, measuring 55%2" x 66", is a mixed-media
print combining the mediums of relief, etching, woodcut
screenprinting, stencilling, and hand-coloring. Like La
penna di bu (black & white), this print emerged through
the process of collaging proofs and then assembling the
plates to fit the image as it was altered by Stella. In addition,
color woodblocks were made and proofed. On the final
proof, Stella hand-colored gestural strokes onto the textural,
inked handmade paper surface. In order to assimilate
Stella’s hand-work, 2 monoprint screenprinting technique
was employed. Color was drawn onto the screen mesh with
a Paintstik crayon and then a transparent base ink was
squeegeed through the mesh, forcing the crayon onto the
paper. After the screenprinting, additional Paintstik was
hand-applied to the printed areas for more detail and contrast

While the slow, laborious method of proofing and
printing these images is the antithesis of their computer
generated starting point, La penna di bu (black & white)
and La penna di bu are a rich, vibrant synthesis of
technology and the handmade.
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