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As far as I see it, I failed out of art school. I spent three years of a four-year program designed to churn out top-notch, fast- producing designers for the professional art world. I wasn’t bad, but I was a little slow, and probably procrastinated, but also took time with my work. My grades suffered, and I switched to English at the last minute in order to graduate on time.


Fast forward five years, as I am finishing up my graduate coursework in creative writing. I am slaving away long into the night, not on a word processor, but behind the crank of a Vandercook 219 at the San Francisco Center for the Book, printing various components for a literary journal I’d started in the midst of my graduate education, one painfully slow print at a time. It was not for art’s sake that I was back in the artisan’s saddle, but rather I was feeding my curiosity for innovative ways to deliver and contain the literature I was determined to disseminate. My ideas for how to pull it off were too big for my wallet—doing it myself might have equaled hundreds of hours of labor, but the results I gained from my toil were ones I could never have afforded to pay somebody else to do. Simultaneously, friends and colleagues who knew what I was up to were sending clients requiring custom letterpress my way, and by the time I had wrapped up my coursework, I was too busy being a press monkey to look for a job in the real world.


It has been an interesting ride. Mostly self-taught, I relied on bugging people already entrenched in the world of letterpress for the answers I needed as I pieced together my studio. Complete strangers helped me troubleshoot ornery presses whose spare parts have not been manufactured for decades. People like Phil Ambrosi, whose printing operation in Saskatchewan was started in 1929 by his father, spend their spare time sitting in front of a computer screen answering the dozens of daily queries posted by young pups like me who have no mentor or manual to defer to. Most experienced letterpress mechanics are long dead or out of work. Solutions for the various glitches that occur in the printing process are not easily found on a bookshelf but still reside in the minds of men and women who learned this stuff two generations ago. I think of Fritz Klinke, of NA Graphics, the man I have dubbed “The Godfather of Letterpress,” whose story begins as a 12-year-old army brat in 1952, using his first press to print a weekly newsletter sold by subscription to the soldiers on the base at Fort Bellvoir. Fritz, who diagnoses press problems daily from his desk phone at NA Graphics, who can usually identify a problem by mere verbal description, has even been known to diagnose the weird noises your press started making when you hold the phone up to the press. Incongruous to the competitiveness of what is clearly a niche market, these folks are very willing to share what knowledge they can offer. For the most part, the letterpress community has long fostered a spirit of cooperation, and there is a common desire to revive an art that nearly died with the introduction of offset printing. For the love of the craft there is a concerted and communal effort to educate the public about the value of letterpress.
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Detail of a lockup of dingbats and sorts for Projeto Grafico by Philip Bell (p.158).
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Brandon Mise lines up a sheet in the grippers of a Vandercook Universal I.
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Tianyi Wang of Tiselle Letterpress works on her SP15 Vandercook press.
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Woodtype locked up in a Vandercook at Rar Rar Press.


There was a day when the phrase “power of the press” had a lot more meaning, when just about anyone could jump behind the feed table of a platen press and reproduce whatever they felt compelled to communicate in quantities of hundreds or thousands. The progress of the printing industry had nearly walled off curious laymen from being able to print whatever they felt like en masse and on their own terms. But the days when one can independently produce printed matter are coming back. Book arts and letterpress centers are popping up in just about every major metro area in the United States, from the more common book arts model, like the San Francisco Center for the Book and the Center for Book & Paper Arts in Chicago, to more urban and underground centers like The Arm in Brooklyn, NY, where any curious artist can rent a press and have a stab at learning the craft. Less than a hundred years ago, a letterpress class was common in high schools and universities alike, but interest waned with the onslaught of progress and only a handful can boast that they never shut down their studios. The resurgence of letterpress education is relatively new; back in 2006, former Blue Barnhouse employee, and contributor to this book, Colin Frazer was hired as Director of the Press at Colorado College to revitalize a studio that for years had been scaled down to a poorly funded and minimally used facility (he has since moved on from that position). Universities across the nation are seeing a similar resurgence of teaching a craft that had lapsed their curriculum for decades.
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