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INTRODUCTION



Making prints from lino is a very accessible medium and the process of making a linocut is relatively simple. This book covers all the basics in detail, with an emphasis on both good design and using colour throughout. If you are a beginner, you have chosen the perfect starting point; if you are already a printmaker or artist, there will be plenty here to satisfy. Once familiar with the building blocks, the printmaker can develop in all sorts of directions. My hope with this book is to give you a sense of the great scope for invention, which is inherent in the medium.
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If you are new to printmaking, I suggest you tackle the projects in a methodical way. Start small with a print made from a single block – you may never wish or need to go bigger or more complex than that. There’s nothing inherently better about a bigger print made from two blocks rather than one. It is worth bearing in mind that there are quite a few steps to making even the simplest print. Once you are familiar with the basics, it can be satisfying to see how far you can stretch them. Move on to making prints from two blocks then to larger prints or patterns, if that appeals.


Picking the best approach depends on what you’re trying to achieve. Even though I now have a large etching press for making wallpaper, I often choose to print by hand instead, especially when printing onto large sheets of thin, lightweight Japanese paper (the kind I recommend in this book). These papers buckle and crease easily in a press. Large blocks take a long time to cut, but this doesn’t have to be done all in one sitting – cutting lino can feel therapeutic if you take your time over it. The real work comes when it is time to print using a wooden spoon (more on which later).


Exploring pattern is yet another direction that lino printing can take you in, which we dive into in the final chapter. Never quite knowing the result until a design is repeated, the intrepid will discover a magical world which reveals itself fully only after all the work is done.


Responding to plants and flowers in print feels rewarding. The subjects themselves are endlessly generous. I tend to have certain favourites such as dahlias to which I return again and again, each time getting more intimate with their colour and structure; each time finding something new. I hope some of this enthusiasm comes through in this book and gives you some new tools to develop your own passions further.




CHAPTER 1


OVERVIEW AND EQUIPMENT


Linocuts are a form of relief printing – the part of the design that is ‘in relief’ creates the print. This chapter gives an overview of the process of making a print from a single block, applying all the colour in one go. We will also look in detail at the equipment necessary to achieve this. By the end, you will be ready to start designing your first print.
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Poppies wallpaper.








The first and most essential point to get to grips with is this: the surface area of the lino block receives the ink. Handheld rollers are used to apply ink to the surface. The lower gouged-away part may look interesting in terms of texture, but it will have no bearing on the final image – those gouged-out areas will be blank.
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Linocuts are a form of relief printmaking – the surface takes the ink.








Demonstration: Foxgloves – Making a Print


This demonstration gives you an overview of the general process of printmaking. It is a good idea to familiarise yourself with this before you embark on your first creation. The subsequent chapters will set out all the information you need in greater detail.


The Ideal Size


The block for Honeysuckle also features cow parsley and fern; three subjects from my sketchbook that I’ve put together into one composition. It measures approximately 15 × 20cm (6 × 8in) and fits comfortably when centred onto an A4 sheet of paper. An A5 piece of lino is a good size to begin with – any smaller is fiddly to cut and ink; any bigger is too laborious. If you prefer something bigger, choose a size between A5 and A4.



You Will Need


• Drawing paper


• Pencil


• Block of lino


• Graphite or carbon paper


• Tracing paper


• Masking tape


• Cutting tools: one fine V-shaped tool, one medium U-shaped gouge and one wide, shallow background remover


• Ink rollers: one for each colour


• Set of six inks: red, yellow, blue, black, white and extender


• Palette knives (or substitute)


• Palette


• Baby wipes and/or rags


• A wooden spoon or specialist baren


• Printing paper


• White spirit


• Thin nitrile gloves and heavy-duty protective gloves


• Old newspaper to protect surfaces
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Printmaking kit, including: ink in 500g (18oz) tin, rollers, wooden spoon, Japanese baren, ink cartridge, extruder, white spirits, and sticky-backed plastic to use as an improvised palette.








Notes on the Tools and Equipment


Lino


Lino is sold by Essdee (see Suppliers). Buy your lino pre-cut, as larger pieces or even as a roll to cut to size as desired (score the top in a straight line from edge to edge, fold back and cut the hessian). Buy only as much as you will use within two years; the lino becomes difficult to cut after that.


Cutting Tools


For artist-quality tools, I use the Swiss brand, Pfeil (see Chapter 3 for more details). You will need a fine no. 12 V-shaped tool for cutting around your shapes, a 5mm U-shaped tool for your second ‘go round’ (I prefer the slightly more expensive Japanese tool: a Komasuki, 4.5mm) and a large, shallow no. 7 U-shaped tool to remove the background at right angles to your shape.


Alternatively, to get you started without much expense, purchase Japanese economy cutters, available from Intaglio (you will need to add to the box with a fine V-shaped tool sold separately) and Lawrence (this is a complete set).
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Artist-quality tools are an investment, but you only really need three. Economy Japanese woodcutting tools are an inexpensive alternative to get you started.









Ink


All the prints created in this book are made using oil-based ink from both


Intaglio Printmaker (litho relief ink) and Lawrence Art Supplies (original linseed oil relief ink – see Suppliers).


I would advise using primary colours as a starter, unless you are already familiar with colour mixing. Don’t forget to buy extender (colourless binder), white and black as well as your three primary colours (red, yellow and blue). For more information on colour selection, see Chapter 4.


Other options are from Hawthorn Printmakers. Look for ‘stay open’ and linseed relief inks. For those who prefer not to use white spirit to clean up, Cranfields Caligo Safe Wash is worth a try as this washes with soap and cold water.


A builder’s extruder is needed to extract ink from cartridges. These are more inconvenient to use, but ink in 300ml (10fl oz) cartridges is reasonably priced compared to small 150ml (5fl oz) tubes. When buying in bulk but not needing as much as a 500g (18oz) or 1kg (35oz) tin, 300ml (10fl oz) cartridges are a cost-effective choice – double the amount of ink for only a third more money. Prices vary slightly according to cost of pigments.


Palette


Possible improvised palettes include a piece of Perspex, mirror or toughened glass. A roll of self-adhesive sheet plastic works well stuck directly to any smooth tabletop as an alternative to a conventional palette and can be disposed of, rather than cleaned at the end of a session.


Rollers


Use Essdee rollers, 5cm (2in) wide. At least five rollers are needed; one for each colour. The blue-handled rollers are marginally better than the red-handled ones, though either type are perfectly good. Rollers with a large gap between the handle and roller are easier to clean but harder to come by.


Gloves


Heavy-duty gloves are essential when using white spirit for the final clean up. For the printing process itself, use thinner nitrile powder-free gloves. Thin gloves would disintegrate when used with white spirit, but do provide the greater sensitivity needed for the creative ink-laying process.


Spoon or Specialist Baren


Choose a wooden spoon for the printing stage that is small and flat, usually available from craft websites. The circular, flat, black Japanese-style baren is another piece of equipment to try, though I prefer a wooden spoon as I can target certain areas, such as edges or details, more effectively. Alternatively, you could use a combination.


Paper


Use 90–120gsm cartridge paper or inexpensive, machine-made Japanese papers. The Awagami brand produces paper called Masa, Hosho, Inbe or Silk – all will work well as they are thin yet strong, but do not chose a paper that is lighter than 90gsm. These papers take watercolour beautifully (see Chapter 6). Always print on the smooth side rather than the textured side.


Equipment for Trimming Lino to Size


To cut a piece of lino from a larger block or roll, first measure and mark the front surface of the block in pencil. Score the front surface using a Stanley knife and a straight edge – there is no need to make a deep cut. Fold the lino back on itself – it will do this easily. Finally, cut the hessian by running your blade along the fold.




MAKING A BASE FOR YOUR PRINTING SESSION


When choosing the size of your printing paper, leave at least 5cm (2in) all around the image. How much space you leave depends on how you decide to display your work, with or without a mount.


At the beginning of a session, when your block is clean and free of ink, prepare a printing base. Take a sheet of paper the same size as the paper on which you have chosen to print. Centre the block accurately on it and draw around it with a pen.


The aim is to ensure that your print is perfectly centred on your printing paper every time you make a print. In this way, you can place your inked block within this marked area, knowing that as long as you align your printing paper to the outer edges of this base you will have a perfectly centred print every time.
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Draw around the block on a base the same size as the printing paper.
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The print ‘bed’ for the block. Keep this area clean and have your printing paper cut ready to use alongside it.












HOW TO MAKE A PRINT


1. Draw your design onto a sheet of cartridge or tracing paper, the same size as your lino block. A line drawing in pencil is all that is required; extra details such as shading are superfluous.
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Start small and plan your design.










FIRST CHECK THE PAPER


Just before laying on the paper, I have developed a habit of checking the smooth side is face down by rubbing the top corner of the paper between my thumb and forefinger.





2. Place the graphite transfer (or carbon) paper, inky side down, sandwiched between your line drawing and the lino. Attach the line drawing to the block with masking tape so it stays in place while you trace over it. Use a pen to go over the pencil lines and make sure you have all the information you need before detaching the drawing.
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Take your drawing and transfer it onto your block using the graphite transfer (or carbon) paper.











3. Use the three tools to cut the block (see Chapter 3 for a full explanation).
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The block of linocut, trimmed and ready to print.











4. Put on gloves. In a separate area, mix all the inks you intend to use on your palette.





5. Use the rollers to apply ink, ensuring there is an even layer over the entire block.
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Linocuts are a form of relief printmaking – the surface takes the ink. If necessary, as a check before printing, wrap a baby wipe around your index finger to remove any unwanted, excess ink from background areas.











6. Remove your gloves and make sure your hands are clean. To centre the print, place the inked block within the lines of your prepared printing bed to perfectly align your printing paper. To avoid unwanted ink spoiling the clean paper, hold the paper vertically and place the bottom-left corner of the paper down using your left hand until you are satisfied that the corners and bottom edge align exactly with the base. Lower your paper carefully onto the inky block and smooth it over with your right hand.
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Use any type of wooden spoon or baren – the flatter the better.











7. Using the fleshy part of the base of your thumb, which fits comfortably into the bowl of the spoon, apply pressure to the paper with back of the spoon. Apply pressure to the top surface area only, avoiding concentrating any pressure where it is not required, i.e., avoid the background that you have gouged out. The aim is for these areas to remain clean and ink-free. Avoiding these blank areas is easy, as your image will start to be visible through the back of the paper, plus you will be familiar by now with your design, having spent time cutting it.
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Rub the wooden spoon or baren all over the back of the paper to make the print.








Swap to using your index and middle finger, raising the spoon to a shallow angle to concentrate pressure on any straight edges and corners, as these need extra attention to print well.





8. Carefully peel back the paper to reveal the finished print. Notice how the print is a mirror image of the block.




TRANSFERRING YOUR DRAWING


If you want your print to be the same orientation as your drawing, you will need to reverse it. The easiest way is this is to have your drawing on tracing paper and simply turn it over. Proceed to transfer the drawing to the block by tracing on the reverse.
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The lino block with the finished print alongside.








Ink, Print, Repeat


To create more prints, begin from step 5, without the need to clean the block in between. Colours can be adjusted and varied, as will be explored in Chapter 4.


Drying


If space allows, leave your prints on a flat surface to dry. If you have a lot of prints to dry, consider hanging them with bulldog clips from a string.


Cleaning Up


When you are finished with your printing session, clean up using white spirit, heavy-duty protective gloves, baby wipes and rags in a well-ventilated area.


Now that you have a good general overview of how to make a print and the equipment that you will need, you are ready to move on to the exciting design stage.
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