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Karen Wicks, RAF Tilstock Hut 1, collagraph, ink on card, 2020



GO FORTH AND MULTIPLY



So, what’s the big deal with printmaking? Why should you be interested in it? Well, it’s an incredibly varied and fascinating way to make images that can be reproduced and distributed, so you can share your art and ideas far and wide, or just enjoy the process for yourself.


Printmaking is accessible to people of all ages, abilities and levels of creative confidence. In this book, we will look at printing techniques that don’t even require a press, others that do and artists who are experimenting with printing in an exciting and inspiring way.


This book will show you how to make incredibly sophisticated prints from the simplest equipment. Here is an example of a beautifully haunting image made from a box. One of the things that I absolutely love about this print is that the plate adds to the character and shape. Karen Wicks is careful to preserve the nature of the flattened box by incorporating the embossed best-before date, the flaps and the folds into her composition. The throwaway nature of the printing plate matches the subject of abandoned places from which she draws inspiration. This is a great example of how an incredibly evocative and atmospheric image can be created from a piece of recycling.


[image: A building is layered with dark tones and rust-like colours. The structure is fragmented into overlapping shapes with faint outlines of windows and tall structures extending from the roof.]


A flattened box is used for a printing plate. It has had a coat of shellac varnish applied to it to make it more robust.










JUMP ONBOARD THIS HISTORICAL JUGGERNAUT



So, how can you be part of the story of print? Well, printmaking is simply the act of transferring an image or design onto a surface like paper or cloth, using ink or paint. This is usually done using specially prepared plates, blocks or stencils.


There are three main categories in printmaking: planographic, relief and intaglio. Each has its own distinctive style and qualities, imposed by the tools, materials and printing methods. Some involve printing from a flat surface (planographic), some from raised surfaces (relief) and intaglio uses engraved surfaces. The image opposite is an example of an etching which is part of the intaglio school of printing.


One of the main advantages of printmaking, and a major reason it became so popular, is the ability to create multiple copies of each print. Amanda Outcalt really exploits this by embellishing her prints individually to create unique works of art. Her etchings of animals are made on copper printing plates that have been cut into the shape of the animal, which means she can change the composition of each print depending on where she places the image on the paper. The print is further modified because she hand colours with pencil and paint and, in this case, adds an embroidered crown. The crown creates a feeling that her Queen of the Sea is all dressed up with nowhere to go. This morose manatee’s skin has a complex surface quality built up through a combination of marks and tone which show the possibilities of etching, a long-established form of printmaking.


[image: A manatee has a textured surface and a decorative crown composed of intricate shapes and tassels.]


Amanda Outcalt, Queen of the Sea, intaglio, gold leaf, acrylic ink and stitched thread on paper, 2023










KIT AND CABOODLE



Basic equipment


Handy basic equipment that you might already own includes: a flat glass plate such as a chopping board, or an unmarked non-stick baking tray; a sheet of plastic or acetate; scissors; glue; paper and card; a craft knife; a pair of compasses or a bradawl.


[image: A jar of printing ink with a wide cap and label.]


Printing inks


There is a variety of different printing inks: water-based (best for domestic use as no solvents are needed to clean up); oil-based; fabric ink; and screen-print ink. Some inks are sticky and others silky. Monoprinting requires a silky intaglio ink that can move freely on the printing plate. This is also true for collagraphs, drypoint and etching. Relief printing, like lino, needs a sticky block-print ink that will stick to the printing blocks. Acrylic paint can be used for printing, with or without an added printing medium. Ink pads are good for smaller stamps. Specialist inks for printing on fabric are also available.


[image: A jar of ink with a black lid and a circular label.]


[image: A cylindrical container of Akua ink with a lid and label.]


Colours


Every colour can be mixed from red, yellow, blue, black and white. Practise adding small amounts of colours to achieve the hues you want. Mix this on your inking plate using an offcut of a hard card.


[image: A tube of black ink with its cap on the side.]


Roller/brayer


This is a hard rubber roller used for applying the ink to the surface of your printing plate.


[image: Two upright tubes of ink and acrylic. The labels provide details related to the product.]


Inking plate


Inks are laid out and mixed on a flat, wipeable surface before transferring the ink to the brayer. For this, you could use a sheet of acetate or glass, a plastic paint palette or a new non-stick baking sheet. You can also use this surface to make monoprints.


[image: A metal compass is angled open.]


[image: Two rollers with handles, one slightly smaller than the other.]


Linocutting tools


A good basic set of these tools will allow you to make a variety of marks and help you to get to grips with relief printing.


[image: Two hands hold linocutting tools with different blades.]


Cutting blades come in three shapes and a variety of sizes. V-shaped blades are good for fine lines, U-shaped blades are good for gouging out large areas and knife-edged blades are good for defining edges or creating very fine lines.


The handles of linocutting tools are shaped to nestle into the shape of your hand, so you hold them against the heel of your hand to exert pressure. Your index finger should be used to guide the blade.


[image: Five linocutting tools with blades of different shapes. The blades are straight, curved, thin, thick or flat.]


Baren


To take an impression from a printing plate you need to apply pressure. You can do this with or without a printing press. A baren is a disc-like hand tool which is used in a circular rubbing motion to apply pressure to the back of the printing paper. This transfers the image from the printing plate. You could substitute this with a clean roller, a wooden spoon or the side of your hand. For Gelli prints, a pile of heavy art books left over time allows the image to stick to the paper.


[image: A circular baren with a handle.]


Printing press


Printing presses come in many different types, sizes and shapes to suit your budget and the amount of space you have. Some are wooden and come in kit form to be made at home. Metal ones are heavy but will exert more pressure, which is good for intaglio printing and embossing. You can also turn an existing piece of equipment like a flower press, pasta maker or die-cut press into a printing press. Joining a printmaking workshop is a good way to access a range of presses and other specialist printing equipment.


[image: A traditional printing press with a crank handle stands on a sturdy base.]


[image: A pair of scissors with rounded handles.]


[image: A sharp-tipped tool with a bulb-shaped handle.]


[image: A large printing press with a horizontal roller, two adjustment wheels on top, and a long crank handle extending from the side.]










SURFACES



You can print on a range of surfaces. The main one we think of is paper, so let’s start there.


PAPER


Weight


Paper weight is often measured in grams per square metre (gsm). It comes in different weights: from 80gsm (photocopy paper), which is great for test prints, to 330gsm and up (almost as thick as card), which is good for hand-printed stationery. A thicker paper will be more robust, allowing you to dampen it, which softens and opens up its fibrous weave. It will emboss, creating a raised design on the paper as you run it through a printing press. This is a great choice for drypoints, etching and collagraphs, and relief printing if you want an embossed effect.


[image: A stack of papers of different textures and thicknesses is arranged with corners overlapping.]


Tooth


This describes the surface texture of the paper. More tooth means it will be rougher, which can help ink cling to the surface. This texture will show through your print. You do want some texture: if your paper is too glossy or metallic, it may not let your print set, leading to smearing or, at worst, your print not drying.


TYPES OF PAPER


Cartridge paper


A medium weight (140gsm), smooth, white cartridge paper is a good choice for creating prints with good definition.


Coloured paper


When producing a multicolour print, you will use the colour of the paper as one of your colours. If you choose to print onto a coloured paper, test this first because some vibrant colours may affect the colour of the subsequent printed ink layers.


Watercolour paper


A heavier, wood pulp-based paper, printed on when damp, is good for achieving an embossed print. Hot-press watercolour paper is usually smoother than cold press.


Cotton rag


Also known as rag paper, or ‘rag’, this is made using cotton fibres or cotton from used cloth (rags) as the primary material. Most specialist printing paper will have some cotton content. Cotton paper is stronger and more durable than wood pulp-based paper and absorbs ink more effectively. It’s good for embossing.


Archival paper


This is acid-free paper that will not yellow with age. It’s good for prints you want to keep for a long time.


[image: Circular printed textures with stripes and strokes are arranged in rows on a rectangular sheet.]


FABRIC


Specialist inks make permanent prints on fabric. However, as these inks require ironing to set them, some synthetic fabrics may not be a good choice. Fine-weave cotton will give well-defined prints, whereas a more utilitarian look can be achieved using linen or canvas. Always wash, dry and iron fabric before printing.


OTHER SURFACES


Other surfaces include wood and clay. Your uninked lino plate can be pressed into clay to emboss it before it is fired. Wood should be sanded before printing and sealed after.










THE POSSIBILITIES OF PRINT











FINGERPRINTING



Anything with an irregular surface can be inked up and used to make a print. One of the first tools we come across as young artists are our fingers. Artist and designer Saul Steinberg took the creative possibilities of this and ran with it, creating a series of inspired fingerprint images. This one is particularly clever because it deals with issues of identity and individualism. The unique nature of the fingerprint is in direct contrast with the salaryman shirt and tie of the anonymous worker featured. The brilliance of Saul Steinberg’s fingerprint art lies in the playful way that he interprets the possibilities of this most accessible of printmaking techniques. Here, he uses a stencil to limit the print, which allows him to create the tie and jacket lapels. By leaving the face featureless, he creates anonymity with the very thing that makes us all individual – brilliant!




TRY IT YOURSELF


By limiting yourself to a very simple printing technique you have to draw on your creativity and sense of humour to make it engaging. How are you going to do that?


1. Using an ink pad to stain your fingertip, start by making prints on the paper, asking yourself: what can this misshapen printed lump be?


2. Introducing a small, equally simple, drawn character to interact with your fingerprint means you now have a story.


3. Maybe the fingerprint is a rock for someone to trip over? Or it’s a boulder that someone is struggling to push or carry? Or now it’s a balloon that has escaped from a distraught toddler?


The sky’s the limit for your imagination and your fingerprint is the little red balloon floating in it.





[image: A human figure is composed of fingerprint textures, with a head, a suit jacket and a tie.]


Saul Steinberg, Passport Photo, fingerprint on paper, 1953 (originally published in Steinberg, The Passport, 1954)









[image: Abstract vertical formations resemble cliff faces and layered blocks.]


Koichi Yamamoto, Todoroki, monotype, ink on paper, 2019



THERE IS POTENTIAL EVERYWHERE



Artist Koichi Yamamoto is a champion at seeing the potential in a misshapen inky splodge. He started to see the possibilities in the accidental prints that he made while cleaning his large printing rollers on lightweight waste paper. He took these as a starting point for a series of prints, appropriately, about human waste. Isn’t it satisfying when the technique suits the subject matter? Koichi’s method is a great eco-friendly way to clean your brayer because, by rolling the brayer on paper to remove the ink from it, you’re limiting the amount of hot water and detergent that might otherwise be used to clean it.
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