Janie Kinnane, Bumper, Woodblock Print, 96" x 40"

Started in 2011, BIG INK is an organization
focused on promoting the art of
large-scale woodblock printing. Directors
Lyell Castonguay and Carand Burnet start-
ed the collaborative program as a way to
spread their passion for the medium with
other artists and the general public. BIG
INK works by establishing a temporary
print shop on site at parinership organiza-
tions; most often at museums, universi
ties, art centers, studios, and galleries.
Artists are selected, either by personal
invitation or through a callfor-entry pro-
cess, to attend these events and print
original woodblocks at least 24” x 36” in
dimension.

Printing Woodblock by Jonpaul Smith at
Artists Image Resource, Pittsburgh, PA
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Interview with Lyell Castonguay

The Hand: Hi Lyell! Thanks for talking
with us. We've been following yoar work
with BIG INK for a while now. It's such a
greatidea. Canyou tell us about when
you began the project and what your
mission was? And you have a partner on
the project, Carand Burnet. What are
your different roles?

In 2011 my partner Carand and | were living
and working in Western Massachusetts. I'd
recently completed an internship at Zea
Mays Printmaking in Florence, MA and was
planning my next step. 1wanted to keep the
creative communal energy of ZMP alive in
my own studio.

This fead to the concept of coordinating o
network of artists thaot shared a common
interest. Priorto this ideq,  had been
refining the process of carving and printing
large-scale woodblocks, and | understood
how important it was to have extra hefping
hands during the printing day. [imagined
this could be an opportunity to bring artists
together so they could assist in the printing
ofeach other's woodblocks. | also wanted
to forge a lasting connection with artists by
creating a physical and virtual archive of
the work produced. We held our first BIG
INMK call-for-entry at Zea Mays Printmaking
in 2012 where we helped eleven artists
produce new work. Sincetheprogram’s
inception, hundreds ofartists have
participated in BIG INK events across the
country.

rial, Philadelphia, PA

People often think we have g crew that
organizes BIG INK calls, but in reality, it's me
and my lovely partner, Carand. We first met
during our undergraduate studies. She
manages BIG INK's promotional materials
and social media posts. 'm fucky tobeina
relationship with someone who provides
limitless support and who is stch a gifted
writerand musicion. | typically handle the
commupnications. |field inquiries from
colleges and other arts organizations that
want to host o BIG INKevent. |keep up on
the progress of artists working on their
woodblock, providing guidance and
technical advice along the way. During the
event, lalso ink participants’ woodblocks
and run them through the press. Inthis way
lensure that egch print is expertly printed,
ready for exhibition or sale.

THM: Canyou tell us a little about how
BIG INK works? How do people get
involved?

Each year, BIG MK partners with eight
venues in the United States. We seek image
proposals from emerging, mid-career, and
established visual artists who would fike to
carve g woodblock, at least 24" x 36" in
dimension, to print at one of these events,
Mo prior experience is required. Any artist
that has an interest in print media and
wants to achieve g deeper understanding of
woodblock carving may apply. Applications
are gecepted through our website at
www.bigink.org/apply.

Approximately sixteen artists are chosen to
participate in eoch event.

Artists are also granted access to g series of
step-by-step videos, which impart preferred
materials & techniques. These videos walk
participants through the processes of image
transfer, carving, fixing mistakes, too!
maintenance, power tool use, and much
more. There're over twenty segments in the
series.

BIG INK is designed for those not yet
trained in woodblock but whose aesthetic
would lend itself to the medium. This
includes illustrators, sculptors, designers,
and painters who use bold outlines and
graphic patterning. The program is also
ideal for printmakers who understand
basic woodblock principles but want to
expand their expertise and working scale.

THM: It’s great that you reach out to
people who are not necessarily print-
makers or who don’'t have experience
carving any woodblocks - let alone ones
as big as you work with! That makes it an
educational endeavor and really seeks to
huild bridges between artists working in
different media. Do you purposely
consider an artist’s training and
bhackground so that you have a variety of
kinds of artists or is your selection really
hased strictly on what the imageslook
like? What criteria do you use to select
artists?



{ think that artists, at various stages in their
careers, can be equally successful in carving
a woodblock. The most important factor is
having the right direction and advice. So
there's less emphasis placed on a particular
artist's training or background. Weplace
more consideration on how well the artist
conveys their concept through the proposal
image and how their design will transiate
into a large format.

THM: BIG INK also does traveling
workshops throughout the country. Can
vou tell us alittle about that?

We have this giant mobile press, dubbed
“The Big Tuna’. It'sg one-ofv-kind
machine, which can be disassembled and
brought practically anywhere. It has alf the
features of g traditional etching presson g
grand scale. Our shop setup is highly flexible
and can fit in as [ittle as 400 square feet. The
presscan go through standard doorways
and up elevators. This allows us to facifitate
events in high traffic areas. Most important-
Iy, our setup provides those attending the
event with a realistic glimpse into the inner
workings of @ print studio. The community is
frequently invited to meet the artists,
witness the process, and learn more about
the history of woodblock printmaking.

We load, “The Big Tuna,” up into @ cargo van
and trave! the East Coast and Midwest
helping artists print their work at designat-
ed stops along the way. For events farther
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ofield, we partner with studios that already
havea lorge-scale etching press onsite.

This saves us g lengthy road journey and
allows programming to be built around
their existing setup. We have working
refationships with arts organizations in
Oklahoma City, Denver, San Francisco, and
Eugene, Oregon to thiseffect.

THM: What is your own background in
printmaking?

1 took alf the traditional print media courses
asan undergrad with lithography os the
focus of my senior thesis. However,
woodblock printmaking captured my
interest after graduation.

Woodblock carving was easier to
accomplish in my home studio and
{could work larger. The work |
produced those first few years out
ofundergrad was printed by hand
using @ wooden spoon. have

since devoted my energy to

creating monochrome and cofor
woodblock prints using reduction,
multi-lock, and large-scale press
printing techniques. More of my
work can be seen at www. fyel}-
castonguay.com.

THM: On a good day, what is
your studio like? Is it big, small,
clean, messy... Do you like to

about the finish line in the middle of a race.
{ thought about getting to the next mife
marker, feeling that rush ofexcitement that
pushed meonward. Carving large-scale
woodblocks has a similar appeal. Carving
large-scale necessitates foctsing on
sections of the image. With this “zoomed
in” approach to creating each carved mark,
{can envision the image building to
completion. At acertainpoint, I'l step
back, take in the bigger picture, and feel
that rush return. With each partofthe
composition that is carved, f feef as though
I'm passing another metaphorical mile
marker. And the finalprinting, well, it's like
crossing the finish line and someone laying
a wregth around your neck!

defines woodblock printmaking asa
beautiful hvbrid of the technical and fine
arts, is picked up innately by the audience.
The gudience’s admiration only deepens
once they understand the processesof the
corving and printing these large plates. The
importance of craft can act asa bridge that
drawsthe gudience into g deeper discus-
sion about the artist's intent.

THM: Your own work primarily features
birds as the subject, what draws you to
them? Is there a larger metaphor there?

I have three birds myself and being so close
to them, i see how they behave and interact.
It is hard not to be inspired! Birds are
iconic. As long as thereare two
aves and o beak the audience
immediately comprehends the
imagery. This alfows me fo
axaggeratea bird’snatural
characteristics. They can become
wide or skinny or stretched out. |
continue to push the limitationsof
this subject motter.

THM: What artists inspire you?

Walton Ford, John James
Audubon, Alexander Wilson,
George Boorujy, Teaghan White,
Leonard Baskin, Antonio
Frasconi, Dirk Hagner, Christo-
pher Harsthorne, Art Hazel-

listen to music or do you like
quiet? What is your frame of
mind when you're working in
your element?

My personal studio is about 15
wide and 40' long. The space fs
cavernous with two giont west
facing windows. There'sa couple
4'x 8 working tables and an open
space for the “The Big Tuna” when
thepress is not traveling. There's
also g 6'x 12' wall setup for
photographing large prints.

wood, Lynn Ward, Georges-Louis
Leclerc, Gustave Doré, Rebecca
Gilbert, Giacomo Patri, Alfred
Kubin, Endi Poskovic, Soga
Shéhaku, Max Klinger, Elliot
Porter, Sun Xun, Xu Bing, Félix
Vallotton, Jacques Hnizdovsky,
Steven Prince

THM: That’s a great list. That
question is a pretty clichéd, we
kmow, but it’s still always
interesting to me to see what
artists other artists look at. Plus

Working large and having 151t
highceilings is o dream come

true! | play music in the background,
mostly whife | draw or carve. [create best
when working with undivided attention on
a personal project for theday. Multi-fasking
is such an intrinsic part of my being an
independent artist that fvalue these
moments of concentration.

THM: Why big prints? How did you
become so passionate about working this
particular way?

{used to be g long distance runner. What |
loved about running was the sense of
incremental gratification. Ididn't think

THM: Do vou think that by changing the
scale of your prints it changes the
interaction that people have with the
work?

[ think scale adds context for both the
viewer and the artist creating the work. |
tell artists exploring large-scale woodblock
printing that it is best to approach the
process whole-heartedly. Youcantgo in
with divided attention since working in this
medium can be incredibly time consuming.
You only get back what is put forth in hard
work. |believe this devotion to craft, which

it gives people alist of artists to
go check out - and maybe learn
something.

It is @ foir question to ask! it gives me an
opportunity to revisit artists whose work {
hadn't looked at recently.

THM: So, youa run, and you have birds.
Do you have any other interests besides
prinimaking?

play volleyball in a local league, and my
team name is the Empire Spikes Back!
There'sa great raif trail nearby that I love to
bike on in the summer. My favorite time to
bike on that trail is ot dusk when all kinds of



critters start stirring. New Hampshire hasa 15
mile sfiver ofcoast that is fun to visit in the
warmer months. Basically, 'm game forany
outdoor activity, even in the winter!

THM: That's awesome. Well, thank you so
much for telling us about yourself and about
BIG INK. You have several events coming up
that people can apply for. We hope people
will take alook at the list printed in this
interview, and consider applying. Anything
else you have coming up you want to talk
ahout?

We HAVE two BIG INK exhibits, one in Annapo-
fis, MD and another in Denver, CO, planned for
Spring/Summer 2019. These shows wilf feature
work created by past BIG INK participants.
Information on these exhibits, and other events
featuring BIG INK, is focated on our tour page
ifanyone in your readership is interested in
hosting a BIG INK exhibit at their local gallery
or art center | encourage them to reach out!

For more information on BIG INK, visit:
www.bigink.org/tour for more info.

Upcoming BIG INK events:

Red Delicious Press

Hatch Show Print

Morean Arts Center
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