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Mary Schina has been creating woodcuts for years, but her current effort to render the transparency of the sea on a carved wooden plate reveals, at the very least, a daring spirit. This quite unexpected wedding of theme and medium has found a unique ally in her open mind that is continually experimenting without inhibitions.

It should be added here that, in addition to her desire to surmount the difficulties of carving a wooden plate to depict this particular theme, Schina is also well aware of the capabilities offered by combining techniques, and makes effective use of digital printing, while fearlessly seeking new surfaces to print on.

These remarks will perhaps be more comprehensible if we consider some aspects of Schina’s recent work and the changes she has imposed on her medium.

            In her work entitled “Reflections” (1996-98), which she created in the mid-1990s in the US, she turned her interest to the endless metamorphoses of the sky as reflected on the glass buildings of a large city. She tried to capture the light that was constantly changing and to “record” the atmospheric lucidity. In addition to painting with oils, she uses various combinations of pastels and photoengraving. By means of photoengraving – another printmaking method – she is able to render difficult transparencies effectively.

            She continued with the work entitled “Aegean Sea” (2001-2004) in which she returned to woodcuts. On these large dimension works, she has succeeded in transforming rough incisions on a side-grain wooden plate into transparent “brushstrokes”. She is seeking to manoeuvre round the antithesis between the insubstantial and the dense, so that the resulting image will be correctly balanced when the transparent, evanescent texture of the water is rendered visually by the rough lines of a not very mutable medium. In this work, fragments of writings by ancient Mediterranean peoples can be discerned through the transparent waters. The addition of this symbolic element does not change anything; it simply adds another interesting message and at the same time creates the conditions required as a starting point for the next work.

            This is the work entitled “Aegean Sea – Light and Colours” (2007-09) with large-dimension woodcut triptychs on the theme of the sea floor of the Cyclades, in which Schina has been able to capture the transient colours of the sea depths. Given that printmaking is in principle the art of black-and-white and that woodcutting is a technique seemingly inappropriate for rendering chromatic transparency, the resulting works literally overthrow all the above preconceptions. Examining their quality, I can see that Mary Schina has spent hours observing and recording the rhythmic movement of the water and its endless transformations.  These impressions are then transcribed as a rich web of images that retains certain features, but is supplemented by others that change permanently, for example, the texture of the sea floor in shallow water remains the same, but its colour shifts constantly to register changes of light. In this way combinations of patterns are created that keep changing, while retaining a basic structure. These patterns are transferred to a wooden plate. Reflections of light are “drawn” with rough, off-white lines, while chromatic transparencies are created by surfaces of successive transparent colours. The printing on thick handmade paper highlights these qualities well, creating impressions from a distance that are different from those conveyed close up. 

            The next stage is the recent installation “Aegean Sea Odes”. The striking woodcuts of the “Aegean Sea” had succeeded in rendering superbly the transparency of the depths, and the alterations created by light. Schina now attempts to transfer the sense of space and inclusion in it to an installation using material from these same woodcuts. The dimension of space is created by images of the woodcuts printed on suspended cloth banners 2.5 metres long. The fabric is raw Chinese silk, a medium with particular transparency; it is light and has a rough weave that highlights the printing in a unique way. They are not printed directly from the wooden plates, which is impossible, because the texture of the cloth could not retain the ink, but after phototransfering of the printed woodcuts to digital prints. The choice of transparent fabric allows the image to be visible from both sides.

The long pieces of cloth hanging from the ceiling at different angles create a particular feeling both as a whole and in terms of their structure. From a distance, the installation appears to be in endless slow motion, achieved through a succession of transparencies, the imperceptible movement of a calm, shallow sea. Inside, the installation operates at a different rhythm, created by the human presence. In addition to the movement conveyed differently on every transparent banner, viewers also experience the image from “within” the work. Their own motion or immobility offers them another view, while at the same time allowing them to plunge into the marine universe, surrounded by these watery transparencies, like part of the underwater world. The sound of waves that is heard softly awakes another sense and supplements the visual.

            In this particular work, Schina overturns a number of stereotypes of how prints function, of which she is absolutely aware, like an on-going experiment that has along the way required several significant changes as regards the traditional role of the print. First, the engraving has been transferred into space, becoming part of a three-dimensional work; second, visual impressions are created that engraving on wood manages with difficulty. Third and most important, the repeated motifs that are continually differentiated by movement or highlighting are essentially copies of colour woodcuts suspended in a new context, while continuing in their new role to be known print copies.

            In support of the new optics of communication and with confidence in the free use, and not misuse, of new media, traditional techniques can offer many creative outlets and unexpected solutions to printmakers, enabling them to handle their medium with greater freedom and to interact constantly with new forms of expression, thereby ultimately re-determining their own characteristic feature.
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