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Instead of offering an explicit political message, Kentridge's work often serves a stricter ar-
chival purpose, functioning as witness and record, a way of combatting the cultural amnesia
that occurs following the end of a historical event of period, such as South African apartheid.
Judith Hecker remarks that “This idea is fundamental to Kentridge's work in all mediums, but
the retaining of history is perhaps carried out best by printmaking, due to its amenability to
thematic bodies of work and to broad dissemination.*

The subject and title of Scribe help locate the prints in a place of political witness and
documentation. The layers, traces, and shadows visible in the works amplify these issues,
setting forward a notion of memory built on layers of archive and imagery. Andreas Huyssen
remarks that Kentridge “tried to sidestep the binary opposition of perpetrators and victims
that dominated the hearings of the TRC. Instead Kentridge focuses on fellow travelers, ben-
eficiaries, and personal responsibility for colonialism and apartheid. A process of memory as
recognition is set in motion, which resists the all-toc-common evasions and forgetfulness.”
Like Chen, Kentridge draws on both the experience of the individual and on the context of
the larger society in his development of a collective remembering and conjuring of the past.
He uses subject matter as a means of achieving this kind of complicated narrative, which
reflects the tangled process of memory production; the scribe, though not explicitly tied to
the South African situation, is one example of allowing for such complexities through met-
aphor. Huyssen goes on, "To claim that Kentridge’s art is not ‘about’ apartheid is both right
and wrong. Right only if ‘about’ is to refer to mimetic forms of representation or documen-
tarism.... It is realism of recognition, not of resemblance.®
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For Chen, this notion of printmaking as a means of thinking-through springs somewhat
from its physical process. He continues, “The significance of physical engagements with
printmaking processes, coupled with conceptualization, cannot be overstated—the cyclical
interplay of objectification and reflection, the temporal acceleration and delays that exem-
plify the varying pace of thought includes stoppages that allow for the sudden intervention
of divergent ideas.” Again, this openness to interruptions and divergent ideas mirrors a con-
ception of history and memory that is organic and ever-changing, not linear or set in stone.

Among other strategies, Chen reflects this notion of time, stoppages, and divergent
ideas in printmaking through his process, which begins with both the collection of physical
objects and with the sketching out of drawn elements (Chen works by the adage, “If |
canthinkit, | can draw it”). He draws many overlapping images in ink on sheets of tracing
paper, testing which designs work best together and with already chosen photographic
elements or those that are to come. Once these elements are chosen, Chen re-draws
them on a single sheet of tracing paper; this black line drawing will, eventually, become
the light-colored linear elements of the finished print. He then layers the tracing paper
with the photographic negative, the image of the physical object or objects that are found
and collected for the print. These layers are exposed via a high intensity light source toa
zinc metal plate coated with a light sensitive emulsion; during the exposure areas of the
plate struck by light harden and become acid resistant, while areas that are protected from
the light—by the black line drawing and the photographic negative image —remain soft.
These soft emulsion areas are washed away from the plate under chemical development,
revealing areas of pure metal. These areas are then etched in an acid bath.
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The prints are made by rolling black ink onto the surface of the plate; the etched por-
tions, or the drawn lines and higher values of the photographic image, are not reached by
the ink roller. The final works consist of a black background—the ink from the plate—with
imagery and line work visible as un-inked paper, the only portions of light paper showing
through the blackness. The play between photographic negatives, dark backgrounds, and
white lines correlates with the projection of light and shadow and with ideas of knowing
and not knowing, the possibility of further knowledge—perhaps truth, or memory, or his-
torical fact—lying behind the ink. Though the final steps of this process—the etching into
metal via an acid bath, for instance—seem permanent and exact, there is plenty of room
for testing and trial in the earlier stages, during which Chen tries and retries various con-
figurations of drawings and photographs. This notion of improvisation is perhaps rooted in
Chen's use of photographic elements; while he does, of course, choose which objects to
photograph and include, these objects have appearances and histories all their own, with
which Chen must contend in his incorporation of them into the print.

The objects are varied and often come from across time periods and places, prompting
Chen to grapple with ahistorical elements in each print. Chen’s use of objects allows for
“stoppages” in the process; they help reveal Chen's work as a complication of standard
timelines and histories. In Flower Water, for instance, he incorporates objects representing
historic Chinese American labor. Symbols of gold mining, restaurant work, and laundry
appear in the print through images of a pickaxe, a teapot, and a knife, among others. These

objects are framed by a hoop skirt, adding a reference to gendered labor. Phillip Chen
Flower Water
Relief etching
31x23inches




































