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The Mantis Shrimp can see upwards of 16 hues and all the 
glorious combinations thereof. The majority of us, with 
regular color vision, are stuck with a measly three. The 
question arises, does the increased perception of color allow 
for a more meaningful and enriched viewing experience? 
Perhaps we just shut down the whole conversation and state 
that ignorance is bliss. I propose we debate the infatuation 
of color within printmaking and expose how, through the 
use of technology, colors become intensified, glorified, 
over-planned and critically controlled.

Printmakers have always been a meticulous and measured 
bunch. Even at the dawn of the printed image through 
to The Reformation (16th century), pagan color use was 
regulated, and complete lack of color often enforced.
Artists working with print shops found control and power 
over printmakers by choosing to work with black alone, 
allowing for the existence of the multiple without color-
mixing variables or management.

Fast forward through to the widely recognized “advent 
of color printing” landmark in 1710 by Jacob Christoph 
LeBlon (three color processes), and the refined, more 
biologically linked and visually accurate 1870’s Chevreul 
theories, which were fully explored by the Impressionists, 
and things start to get interesting. Toulouse Lautrec used 
metallic dust to heighten the color of his lithograph in 1897. 
Although I highly doubt he was the first to do this, he is one 
of the first recorded and well-known artists to do so. The 
tantalizing pleasure of ink additives and modifiers begins.

Your choices are as follows: paper in various colors, fabric 
in various colors, oil-based techniques and water-based 
techniques (along with a handful of grey-zone, water-
soluble, Frankenstein-esque experiments). These are your 
traditional surfaces and readily available mediums within 
printmaking. Combinations of the above, surface and 
medium, follow a rigid and methodical set of rules which 
are fawned over within the print community, comparable 
to a cult following.

“—But what if I change…?”
“No.”
“—What if…?”
“Sure, try it! But that’s not how it is done.”

Color has been exhaustingly explored and scrutinized 
(in the most majestic and stimulating ways), most notably 
through the Munsell color tree, Josef Albers’ screen printed 
plates in Interaction of Color, and the ever popular, business 
focused Pantone. Pantone sets out to map the world, 
categorized by surface texture, glare and lightfastness. 
They also bridge traditional mixing processes with digital, 
allowing color and the printmaker to diversify on a 
technical level.

When looking at the richly printed textiles and wall-
coverings of Yinka Shonibare (referencing African textiles, 
colonialism, global heritage), or the strikingly vivid 
woodblocks of Polly Apfelbaum (often focusing on craft, 
design, feminism and color), those vibrant colors and 
pairings rarely existed (and lacked longevity) prior to the 
early 2000s. These advanced processes are creating visual 
experiences that have sparsely been seen before. Once 
paired with non-traditional surfaces, the printed image 

24



can truly be reinvigorated in much more than just color, 
but also scale. At what point does intuition, theory and 
chemistry become muddled when producing fine art? Do 
industrial needs suppress or enhance creative design?

Sublimation printing is relatively new for fine art 
purposes and can be directly compared to how Warhol 
acquired the screenprint process, shifting it monumentally 
from the practical and fast/efficient needs of industry to 
the conceptual and color theory interests of the practicing 
artist. The science of printing out positives with dye 
inks, and pressing them with heat and pressure against 
a polyester-primed surface, allows for the transfer of the 
image via a solid to gas to solid again process, bypassing 
the normal liquid stage. Physics! This is far beyond 
your ceramic mugs, mouse pads, and t-shirts. Polyester 
(polyethylene terephthalate) is most commonly referred 
to as fabric that isn’t 100% cotton, but should really be 
thought of as just another version of plastic. The benefits 
are clear; lightweight, durable, holds its shape and most 
importantly to us, holds dye incredibly well.

Springs Creative is a textile resource and company 
based out of Rock Hill, South Carolina. Their history 
and specialization in the digital printing industry is 
truly impressive and vast, holding portfolio partnerships 
with Disney, PeppaPig and Marvel, to name a few. Their 
sublimation printers (Mimaki brand and others) are 
capable of producing large scale imagery (beyond textile 
surfaces) with a gamut range that simply can’t be matched 
by traditional printers. Natural fiber printing lacks in 
saturation. Colors are excellent, but the sublimation 
process holds pigment physically within its polyester 

surface, allowing for the richest blacks and most vibrant 
yellows. What about downfalls? With all technological 
advancements, trial and error play a factor in their longevity 
and practical use (see above for comment regarding 
water-soluble inks). Sublimated prints need work in terms 
of colors fading over time. A recent test for personal work, 
over the summer months, did indicate a very clear and 
drastic fade most noticeably with the magenta and cyan 
hues. Details remained crisp, yet saturation and vibrancy 
deteriorated rapidly. Direct sunlight, or hot ambient light, 
does need to be filtered via UV glass or similar. To note, 
the Print Council of America suggests a safe zone of 
50–100 lux for gallery-presented delicate print work. The 
above test utilized eight weeks of intense upstate New York 
summer sunshine.

Blessed be the teaching printmaker who is fortunate 
enough to have access to college-level equipment. Alfred 
University hosts the division of Expanded Media, within 
the New York State College of Ceramics. A recent gift from 
an alumnus has allowed for sublimation to be added to the 
vast facilities and technology already at the fingertips of 
students, thanks to the efforts and vision of the department 
staff and faculty. It is with these facilities that research and 
interest in this new to us technology has emerged.

The fusion of tradition and technology has always been 
an interest, and vital to the way I approach printmaking. 
Recent work has fused the sublimation process with 
screenprint. Normally, I approach screen layers as a way to 
add a spot color or area of focus, such as a gradient or glossy 
finish. I now find myself using screen to push back areas 
of sublimation, striving for depth within the flat surface. I 
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mix and tease the two back and forth, diluting the polyester 
liquid, screen printing with it, and brushing it on. I change 
the heat temperature and the physical pressed time, often 
choosing 100% cotton rag and robustly thick papers. 
What emerges, is a highly intense (but controllable in 
terms of editioning) image, which can be as photographic 
or gesturally abstract, as desired. The surface quality of 
the polyester can repel the traditional water-based screen 
inks, leading to a droplet / pooling effect, which is easily 
remedied with a delicate sanding of the surface to build an 
invisible texture. Thoughts of 70’s textiles and sheer finishes 
do come into play. Those 100% non-breathable, humid, 
and shimmery disco shirts with intense colors appear that 
way for a reason. As not all papers are capable of being fed 
through a flatbed or digital printing system, this process 
requires more attention and further exploration. As fabrics 
have blends (polyester, cotton, spandex), papers have 
crept forward beyond plant fibers. The synthetic Evolon 
AP paper is a blend of polyester and nylon, allowing it to 
maintain the weight and feel of traditional western rag 
papers, with the gamut range which is desired from the 
sublimation process. This is but one additional variable to 
the mix of what is to emerge from the evolution of color 
within printmaking.
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