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Long before Sir John Herschel
coined the word "photography," 
capturing and preserving an image 
was the Holy Grail of artists and 
painters the world over. 

While it was 1826 before Joseph 
Niépce made his famous "Window 
at Le Gras," and not until 1839 
that Louis Daguerre announced 
the process which will ever bear 
his name, artists, scientists and 
dabblers in the Black Arts had 
long been on the hunt for a way to 
capture a likeness of the human 

face or form, and to make a per-
manent copy of it.

Even Daguerre's process, as 
revolutionary as it was, didn't give a 
way to make multiple copies of the 
exquisitely detailed images he cap-
tured and held using polished silver 
plates exposed to fumes of mercury.

The discovery of how to make a 
reproducible 
image was left 
to Henry Fox 
Talbot, who days 
after Daguerre 
astounded the 
world with the 
Daguerreotype, rushed to publish 
his own findings and discovery of 
what he first called the Calotype. 

We may sometimes think of 
photographic prints as the begin-
ning of printmaking, but that's not 
so. Centuries before, the Japanese 
and Chinese made wood block 

prints, using plates of wood 
carved in relief to reveal the hand 
drawn image which was then inked 
and printed on paper or other me-
dium. By carving away the wood 
surrounding the desired image, the 
artist left raised areas which were 
coated with ink, then pressed 
against a medium to create a copy 

of the image on the 
wood block.
In 15th century 
Europe another 
method of creating 
and printing devel-

oped; carving the 
image into the block of wood, then 
filling the carved areas with ink. 
This carving of the image into a 
block of wood, stone or other me-
dium is called intaglio printing. 
Intaglio, from the Italian for carving 
or incising, describes what is 
commonly called engraving.
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The photogravure process was 
developed by Henry Fox Talbot. 
After the disastrous fading of his 
Calotype images in the first book 
of published illustrations, "The 
Pencil of Nature," Talbot and his 
assistant Nicholas Henneman con-
tinued the quest for a permanent 
printmaking process which would 
not fade, while also giving the 
viewer an image with a continuous 
tonal scale. In 1850 Talbot patented 
the photogravure process, referred 
to even today as photoengraving.

To this day both methods, printing 
images carved in relief, and images 
engraved or carved into the printing 
plate, are used by artists throughout 
the world. Together with photo-
gravure, to these methods of print-
making we can now add polymer 
platemaking. This uses a metal 

plate covered with a light sensitive 
medium in plastic which is exposed 
to ultraviolet light, developed in tap 

water, and printed under great 
pressure using an engraving press. 
The end product is the polymer 
gravure, a print with many of the 
visual qualities of the 
photogravure. 

There's a world of difference 
between a photogravure and a 
modern day polymer gravure, 
however. Often confused as one 
and the same, and though at first 
blush the qualities of the image 
they produce appear much alike, 
they are different in how they are 
created. With an extended tonal 
scale from wispy highlights to 
somber shadows, both have their 

roots in an intaglio process. Both 
are akin to engraving with its areas 
of differing densities of ink laid 
down or forced into paper. Intaglio 
carries with it a sense of hand cut 
grooves of varying depth which 
can result in cirrus-like highlights 
ranging into the darkness of night 
shadows. 

Photogravure was used exten-
sively by Edward S. Curtis in his 
monumental North American 
Indian project in the early 20th 
century. Curtis saw photogravures as 
a means of preserving images made 
from large glass plate negatives as 
he worked his way from tribe to 
tribe across the Continental United 

States and up the west coast of 
Canada.

The photogravure process was 
complicated, requiring use of ferric 
chloride acid to etch polished 
copper plates. 

Curtis, financed by banker, J.P. 
Morgan, had a staff of photographers 
and darkroom technicians to do 
the work as he made more than 
40,000 exposures over a period of 
more than twenty years. In the 
end, Curtis lost his copyright and 
all profits to Morgan who ended 
up selling the rights to collectors 
for a pittance of $1,000.00 plus a 
share of future profits.

Polymer gravure pays homage to 
photogravure more by the looks of 
the final product than by the 
printmaking techniques involved. 

Unlike photogravure, polymer 
gravure does not require the use of 
acids or chemical etching. Polymer 
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gravure relies on film exposed to 
ultraviolet light and uses plain water 
to achieve an etched surface 
which, like traditional gravure, 
will be used to make a gravure-
like print under high pressure in an 
etching press.

In this era of digital imaging and 
inkjet prints, why would anyone 
go to such great lengths to make 
polymer gravures? Santa Fe 
photographer and printmaker, 
Ford Robbins would say because 
he likes the process, and polymer 
gravure plate printmaking requires 
plenty of it!

Robbins, who began his adult 
life as a lawyer in the United 
States Air Force, turned to photog-

raphy as a professional career in 
the 1980's, embracing large format 
film and cameras as his choice of 
capturing the image.

Robbins practiced law in Minnesota 
until he retired in 1988. During his 
years as a lawyer when summer or 
other time for recreation rolled 
around, Robbins would head to 
Santa Fe, New Mexico and the 
Great Southwest.  It didn't take many 
of those hunting trips for images to 
convince Robbins and his wife, 
Margaret, to move from Minnesota 
to New Mexico. He's lived there 
ever since, though he returns to 
Minnesota once in a while to look 
at the snow from which he escaped.

As a person well connected with 
Nature, Robbins developed a 
substantial body of landscapes and 

nature photography. In 2009 he 
published "Connections, a Visual 
Journal," a retrospective volume 
of his work over the past twenty-
five years. Published in the U.S. 
by Red Mountain Press, and 
printed in Canada, "Connections" 
can hardly be called a coffee table 
book. It's not big enough! It's 
about 8x10 inches, paper bound 
and nicely portable. You can order 
it here: 
www.fordrobbins.com/bookfoliosprints.html

"Connections" should be 
browsed slowly over a glass of 
rich red wine with hearty french 
bread dripping warm bris. 

Ansel Adams had it right when 
he decided to publish books of his 
images, thinking it was better to 
put his photographs in the hands 
of thousands for a few dollars a 
book than to hang an occasional 
image on the wall of those few 

able and willing to pay thousands 
for a single print. 

Robbins' “Connections” is on a 
par with Adams' efforts. Many of the 
photographs reflect New Mexico's 
raw beauty, while others remind us 
a Sunday drive through the mid-
western countryside. The quality 
of printing by Red Mountain Press 
must come close to matching the 
original prints because a print like 
“Merced River,” almost glows. It's 
the last print in the book, and the 
cover photo, and it's well chosen.

“Isle Royale Series, #203,” at 

page 59 was taken in Michigan, 
but could be easily mistaken for a 
scene along the road to Cedar 
Breaks, Utah. A grain silo in 
“Montezuma, Kansas,” (page 47,) 
is a silent reminder of a vanishing 
way of life. Arching wooden silos 
have given way to squatty corru-
gated steel Butler buildings, leav-
ing us with memories of another 
time, another place.

For any who have traveled the 
back roads of New Mexico, of 
which there are many, the image of 
a quiet graveyard at “Cañoncito,” 
(page 87) will bring back memories. 
"Onion River," (page 81,) is remi-
niscent of Ansel Adams' “Aspens, 
New Mexico, 1938.”

Robbins' commercial photogra-
phy put food on the table, while 
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landscapes and occasional portraiture 
satisfied his artistic bent. After dis-
covering polymer gravure Robbins 
saw the potential to merge his film 
based photography with the tech-
nically demanding process. He 
found, too, he could make digital 
negatives and positives from rela-
tively small digital images, which 
in turn could be used in the polymer 
gravure printmaking process

Using digital images taken years 
earlier during a monthlong print-
making workshop in Florence, Italy, 
Robbins recently decided to make 
a series of small polymer gravure 
prints. He recalls taking the pho-
tographs during spare moments 
from his duties as studio supervisor 
to master printmaker Daniel Welden 
in 2001.

For his private work Robbins 
prefers to use film rather than digital. 
In his commercial work he has 
used digital imaging, but had never 
taken the next step of melding 
digital to an alternative process. 
His foray into making polymer 
gravures of digital images taken in 
Italy brings the process full circle. 

Polymer gravure is an adaptation 
of photogravure, and the use of 
digital images as the foundation 
for the final work is the final touch 
to the evolution.

Remember the early days of 
digital imaging? Digital cameras 
have been around as long ago as 
the 1984 Olympics when event 
photographers lugged shoulder 
units weighing several pounds and 
costing many thousands of dollars, 
but with relatively low resolution. 

By the time 2001 rolled into 
view, digital cameras were on the 
march. Size had diminished, battery 
life was improving and quality was 
on the rise in consumer grade 
cameras. Robbins' camera in Italy 
only had 5 megapixels of resolution, 

about the same as many cell 
phones have today.

Those small files limited Robbins 
as he considered trying his hand at 
polymer gravure. In retrospect that 
was probably a good thing because 
it cut costs dramatically to make a 
4x6" print instead of an 11x14" 
print. Just as it's impossible to 
make a sharp, crisp 30x40" print 
using a 35 mm film negative 
because the image falls apart as the 
size grows, it's equally impossible 
to make a large polymer gravure 
out of a small digital file.

But, as platinum printer Jan 
Pietrzak says, some prints just 
look better smaller, so don't even 

try to go bigger. Make people get 
up close to your print if they really 
want to look at it, and they will be 
able to appreciate the image as 
well as the beauty of the print.

It may not have been by design 
that Robbins found himself 
restricted to 4x6" prints from his 
digital files, but Robbins is clearly 
satisfied with his efforts. Asked 
how long it takes to make a polymer 
gravure he replied, "On average, 
about three days." He went on to 
explain the many steps of the 
polymer gravure process, and the 
possibility of making a mistake at 
any step along the way.

It's tweaking the polymer plate 
that eats up the time. Once Robbins 
is satisfied with a plate he says he 
can make multiple copies in a 
short time. But because any 
change in the digital file used to 
make the plate has significant 
consequences in the actual print, 
changes must be made slowly and 
incrementally.

 For Robbins, once you have the 
image, it's all about process in 
making the print. As one writer 
observed, polymer gravure allows 
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a photographer to elevate a simple 
print from a negative to a piece of 
art to proudly hang on the wall, 
and Robbins has done that.

•••••••••••••••
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FORMULARY SUBSTITUTE FOR 
D-19 FILM DEVELOPER

Cat. No.: 01-0035
Regular $11.95
Special 20 % off:  $9.36
Promo code D35 
Formulary's Substitute 

For D-19 is a published formula 
originally designed for use with X-ray 
materials and is now recognized as an 
excellent developer for aero films and 
plates when high contrast is desired. 
Compared with Kodak D-76, Formu-
lary D-19 produces negatives with 
high contrast, slightly larger grain 
size and a small decrease in sharp-
ness. The life of this developer is in 
excess of 1 year and will not stain 
tanks or trays. Click the word Tech 
Info for the instructions.
http://stores.photoformulary.com/-strse-31/For
mulary-Substitute-D-dsh-19/Detail.bok

LIQUIDOL PAPER DEVELOPER
Cat. No.: 02-0210
Regular $15.95
Special  20% off:  $12.76
Promo Code: D210
Liquidol is the unique 

paper developer from Bill Troop and 
Ron Mowrey. A revolutionary new 
print developer, Liquidol features ex-
ceptionally long shelf life, tray life, 
and high capacity, along with the 
convenience of a 1:9 liquid concen-
trate. Fine printers will appreciate this 
developer with its greater flexibility 
in over-and under-development than 
most print developers. This feature is 
limited when using papers which in-
clude incorporated developing agents, 
but when using papers which do not 
have incorporated developing agents, 
demanding printers will appreciate 
Liquidol’s extra dimension of flexi-
bility and control. Liquidol is de-
signed to replicate the appearance of 
prints developed in industry-standard 
Dektol®, yet to provide enhanced 
shadow separation. Other advantages 
are full development within 60 sec-
onds at 1:9 dilutions. 

We invite users to experiment with 
different times and dilutions. We 
think you really will be surprised by 
the flexibility and dependability 
Liquidol offers.
http://stores.photoformulary.com/-strse-143/Liquidol-P
aper-Developer/Detail.bok

TF-5 ARCHIVAL RAPID  FIXER,
ONE LITRE BOTTLE

Cat. No.: 03-0200 
4litre - ships 1 litre
Regular $10.95
Special 20% off:  $8.76
Promo Code: D200
Formulary's TF-5 Archival 

Rapid Fixer is an extraordinary fixer 
for both paper and film. 
* Processing time 30 seconds for 
resin-coated prints, 60 seconds for 
fiber-based prints; no hypo clearing 
agent necessary.
* Little or no odor if mixed with dis-
tilled water.
* No stop bath necessary. Just use wa-
ter rinse after developing.
* Non-hardening. Excellent for use with 
prints to be toned or re-touched.
* A near-neutral fix that changes the 
pH of the film or paper from alkaline 
to near-neutral, unlike TF4 in which 
the film or paper stays at an alkaline 
pH value.
* The only rapid-fixer system that al-
lows the print to be completely fixed 
without impairing the rapidity of the 
wash.
* No image bleaching. All conven-
tional fixers act as reducers. This 
means that the longer the material is 
left in the fixer, the more image silver 
is destroyed. This can only have bad 
effects on the image, whether it is a 
print or a negative. Conventional so-
dium thiosulfate (rapid) fixers suffer 
from this defect especially. The prob-
lem is eliminated in TF-5, which may 
offer slightly richer maximum blacks 
as a result.
http://stores.photoformulary.com/-strse-163/TF-
dsh-5-Archival-Fixer/Detail.bok

SEPIA SULFIDE TONER
Cat. No.: 06-0035
Regular $12.95
Special 20% off:  $10.36
Promo Code: N35

FORMULARY SEPIA SULFIDE 
TONER 221 is a classic bleach and 
redevelopment toner that produces 
rich permanent sepia-brown tones. 
Most types of paper tone well with 
this process, including resin coated 
paper. The bleach contains potas-
sium ferricyanide that changes the 
metallic silver to a silver salt. After 
bleaching, the print is then redevel-
oped in sodium sulfide.
http://stores.photoformulary.com/-strse-192/Se
pia-Sulfide-Toner/Detail.bok

FORMULARY COPPER TONER
Cat. No.: 06-0010
Regular $10.95
Special 15% off:  $39.91
Promo Code: N10

THE FORMULARY’S Copper Toner 
contains copper sulfate, potassium 
ferricyanide, and potassium citrate 
which results in an image toned with 
copper metal. The toner produces a 
variety of colors ranging from warm 
brown through coppery hues to chalk 
red. The exact color obtained depends 
on the length of toning time. The 
process is rapid and progressive. It is 
possible to remove the print from the 
bath at any stage of its toning. Al-
though fiber based papers work best, 
resin coated papers will work nicely 
also. The chemicals contained in the 
kit are used to make two stock solu-
tions, which are mixed in equal vol-
umes to obtain the working solution. 
The stock solutions are stable for a 
reasonable period of time, but the 
working solution should be discarded 
after use.
httphttp://stores.photoformulary.com/-strse-190/Coppe
r-Toner/Detail.bok
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www.photoformulary.com
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Just 12 More Days!-Free Shipping in Continental 
US until Midnight, December 28, 2012!

Order today and get free 
shipping!

 To take advantage of this 
offer, Use the Free12 Shipping 

Code with your order!

Itʼs All Over at Midnight, 
December 28, 2012

Receive free shipping via 
UPS Ground only, to the 
shipping point in the 
Continental United States 
closest to you on any 
prepaid order over $115.00. 
If you live in Europe, for 
example, you will receive 
free shipping to New York, 
then pay regular shipping 
from there to your shipmentʼs 
ultimate destination. 

We want everyone to enjoy  
free shipping until midnight, 
December 28, 2012. We canʼt 
ship by ground to overseas 
or to Alaska or Hawaii, but 
we can give you the same 
break as all our customers 
here in the Continental US. 

Call the Photographersʼ 
Formulary to take advantage of 
our Christmas Special, and 

get free shipping on any 
prepaid order over $115.00 to 
the US shipping point closest to 
you. Youʼll pay regular shipping 
from the US shipping point 
closest to you to your 
shipmentʼs ultimate destination, 
but youʼll get exactly the same 
break as everyone in the 
Continental US. This offer does 
not include any HAZ-MAT 
charges or charges for any 
special handling.

The offer is good until 
midnight, December 28, 2012. 
All prepaid telephone, fax, 
email or internet orders over 
$115.00 during this time period 
will receive the free shipping. 

Remember, this offer expires 
midnight, December 28, 2012.

Retail orders only, please.

Call toll free, 800-922-5255. 
From outside the US, dial 
406-754-2891. Send faxes to 
406-754-2896. Our email is: 
Formulary@blackfoot.net.

Formulary office hours are 8:00 
a.m. to 5:00 p.m., MST, 
Monday-Friday. Formulary 
Internet hours are 24/7!

Click here to go directly to 
the Formulary Online Store.

Or copy and paste this 
TinyURL into your browser. 
http://goo.gl/eOqGL

The Photographersʼ
Formulary

Use the Free12 Shipping 
Code with your order!

Weʼll be including a sample of our Forma-FireForma-Fire campfire and campfire and fireplace fire lighters with every order. This 
unique product is part of our effort to recycle and to reduce the Formularyʼs “carbon footprint.” unique product is part of our effort to recycle and to reduce the Formulary

Forma-Fire is great for the backwoods photographer
Hunters and Fishermen

Campers and Snowmobilers
Starts Wood or Charcoal

Forma-Fire handy odorless fire lighters make lighting a fire quick, easy and clean.
1 Piece is all you need. 

Forma-Fire is made from paraffin based compounds and Non-toxic organic matter.
Warning: Exercise all safety precautions with 

 is made from paraffin based compounds and Non-toxic organic matter.
Warning: Exercise all safety precautions with Forma-Fire and with burning materials. 

Do not store 
Warning: Exercise all safety precautions with 

Do not store Forma-Fire near heat, flame, or in direct sun
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