
 
 

SOME THOUGHT ON A PRINTMAKING 
COLLABORATION WITH KAREN MILLS 

 
I have worked as a printer with Darwin artist, Karen Mills, on a number of 
occasions – in Braidwood, NSW, in Charlottesville, Virginia and in Canberra, 
ACT – but never during the 16 years we were both at the Charles Darwin 
University and/or living in Darwin! 
 
Karen has a gentle, thoughtful and highly effective way of working in 
collaboration with a printer. She observes, listens, thinks and ponders. Then I 
leave the room and when I return she has done something clever on the plate, 
block or screen. She is ready with colour choices and we make a proof on 
paper. She already has some other configurations in mind, which may include 
colour variations, different combinations of plates or the addition of new 
information.  
 
She doesn’t boss you around, but she is definitely in charge of the decision 
making. Best of all, she is willing to listen to ideas that are thrown around the 
room by her helpers, and she’s not averse to trying one if she likes it. This is 
the unique nature of collaboration. Karen achieves things which neither she 
nor her printers could do on their own, and the printers are made to feel they 
have made their small contribution to the outcome. It makes for a very 
enjoyable process for all concerned. Printmaking is unusual in that its 
practitioners seem to revel in working together, rather than alone; printmakers 
are happy to share ideas and processes, and printmakers are used to working 
in shared facilities because of the nature of the equipment required. 
 
In these recent prints, Karen made several collagraph plates out of mat board 
and painted gesso. The plates were covered in shellac to protect them and 
were then proofed in two colours by two printers: Kari Gilbert and me at our 
studio in Canberra. Each time we inked and proofed through an etching press, 
Karen would step forward and apply stencils made out of a variety of 
materials, including hand-made paper scraps, plastic mesh and torn card and 
fibre. The stencils would then be re-used ink side up on the next proof, 
offsetting ink back onto the new surface and adding to its complexity. 
 
In this process, each print is a surprise and a delight. Each idea generates 
several more and we look forward to Karen’s next trip south for Round #4! 
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