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SAFETY TIPS ON MOUNTING, MATTING, AND FRAMING
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Common sense can go a long way toward keeping you out of harm’s way. Remember to handle tools and materials carefully and cautiously. Whether you’re a beginner or veteran craftsman, you would do well to read the following tips now and review them from time to time.

1. Store matting, framing, and woodworking tools out of the reach of children, and keep children out of your work area unless you’re teaching them how to frame pictures. The first framing lesson for any youngster should be one on safety.

2. When you finish using any framing tools and materials, put them away. Keep your work area free of clutter.

3. When sawing, drilling, cutting, and performing other operations, whenever possible, secure work pieces to a solid surface with clamps or a vise. This tactic not only allows you to use tools safely but also reduces the chances of errors while increasing accuracy.

4. Keep saw and knife blades, bits, and other cutting and drilling instruments clean and sharp. Any residue buildup will dull tools, and dull cutting and boring tools are dangerous. Moreover, dull bits and blades put unnecessary strain on power-tool motors.

5. Blades used in mat cutters, utility knives, and other matting and framing tools require special handling. When they’re dulled and need replacing, don’t discard them as you would other trash. Keep used blades in a covered jar or can. When the container is full, discard it.

6. Before operating new tools for matting, mounting, framing, and woodworking, read the instructions that come with them. Review the instructions periodically to make sure you don’t develop any bad habits. Before setting to work with any new tool, practice with it on scrap material until you develop a comfortable feel for the tool.

7. When working with power tools and hammers, always wear some sort of goggles or safety glasses. Select protective eyewear that’s comfortable, and you will be more inclined to use it when you should.

8. Some noisy power tools can permanently damage your hearing. When using such tools, wear approved ear protectors, available at most hardware stores and gun shops.

9. When working with abrasives, sanders, and other tools that create dust, wear a dust mask. If you suffer from any kind of respiratory ailment, consult a physician about the type of mask you should wear for maximum protection.

10. When handling glass, be careful to avoid the sharp edges and corners that can cause serious injuries. Whenever possible, wear heavy leather work gloves or use rags folded into several layers for grasping the glass near the edges.

11. When working with solvents, adhesives, and chemicals that can cause damage to your skin, always wear rubber or chemical-proof plastic gloves.

12. Lacquers, thinners, cleaners, solvents, and adhesives that produce toxic, flammable, or explosive fumes should be used only in a well-ventilated area, away from sources of heat or open flame. Do not use power tools around any flammable or explosive substances, as fumes might be ignited by electrical arc when the tool is switched on.

13. Read labels on all materials used in the framing process. Pay special attention to bold CAUTION and WARNING notices. When in doubt about the safe handling of any material, phone or write the manufacturer for instructions.

14. Make sure power tools are switched off before you plug them in. Always disconnect power-tool plugs before changing bits or blades or making adjustments. At the end of any work session, unplug all power tools.

15. Power tools must be properly grounded. If a tool is equipped with a three-conductor cord and three-prong plug, make sure the outlet is a proper, grounding-type receptacle. And use only the appropriate and approved extension cords with such tools.

16. Before operating any power tool, make sure power cords and extension cords are out of the way and will not interfere with tool operation.

17. Don’t wear jewelry or loose-fitting clothing when operating any tools or machinery that might entangle it and cause personal injury. Remove watches, rings, and other special metal when operating any portable power tool that is not labeled “Double Insulated.”

18. If a power tool stalls during operation, release the trigger or switch the machine off immediately. Then unplug the tool and work the jam loose in safety. Before resuming operation, correct the cause of the stall.

19. Always grip a portable power tool firmly before switching it on, as the torque of the motor could cause you to lose your grip. Whenever possible, grasp the tool with both hands.

20. Remove a table-saw blade guard only to make cuts that do not fully penetrate the wood, as in cutting grooves in frame molding. Immediately replace the guard after such cuts, and leave it in place for all other work. Some old-timers leave the guards off their saws, and some old-timers possess fewer than ten fingers.

21. When miter cutting or crosscutting with a table saw or bandsaw and miter gauge, remove the fence from the saw. Never use both the fence and the miter gauge together, as this practice can lead to serious injury and saw damage.

22. When using a stationary power saw to rip broad boards into narrow stock for frame moldings, always feed the material through the saw with push blocks to keep your fingers away from the blade.

23. Maintain all tools for long life—yours and the tools’. Keep them clean, free of corrosion, and lubricated according to the manufacturer’s directions.

24. Worn or damaged power cords on electrically powered tools are dangerous and should be replaced. Likewise, damaged extension cords should be repaired or discarded.

25. Keep safety in mind at all times. No matter what kind of job you’re engaged in, use common sense, and concentrate on the task at hand.



CHAPTER ONE
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Framing Basics

No do-it-yourself activity will save the homeowner or apartment dweller more money than the mounting, matting, and framing of artwork, photographs, posters, documents, and collectibles. Moreover, with the proper instructions, anyone can easily master professional framing techniques.

Compared with other woodworking projects, framing requires relatively few tools, and most are fairly inexpensive and easy to use, if somewhat foreign in appearance. Mounting and matting tools are also inexpensive and easily mastered. Suitable materials are abundant and readily available in most communities. And anything that can’t be found locally is available from several reliable mail-order suppliers specializing in mounting, matting, and framing products.

Nevertheless, the craft seems a mystery to most, a sense perhaps perpetuated by professional framers to some extent but more likely prompted by widespread misconception and misunderstanding. To be certain, some magazine articles and books on the subject have ill served the reading public by ignoring important considerations at best and dispensing nonsense at worst. So the craft remains shrouded in mystery, while people keep paying exorbitant prices for custom matting and framing jobs that are sometimes inferior in quality and even potentially damaging to the framed work.

It’s not easy for the uninitiated to look at a beautifully matted and framed work and determine all that makes it a thing of beauty, because many of the framer’s secrets are concealed between glass and dust seal. And even if the work were dismantled and analyzed, it would not be readily apparent to the casual observer why certain materials were chosen in lieu of others. There are many specific guidelines, rules to be observed, rules to be broken from time to time, matters of personal preference and taste, and countless tips and tricks that make the framing of any work both functional and pleasing to the eye.

SAVINGS POTENTIAL

I can’t stress enough the practicality of do-it-yourself framing. Once you learn the basics, you can recognize substantial savings in every framing job you do. When you realize that most of the cost of a manufactured frame or custom matting-and-framing job is labor, its easier to understand why commercially made frames and custom-made mats and frames are so expensive—easier to understand but not to justify.

To provide an idea of the savings (or profits) possible, I made cost comparisons some years ago, using a standard 16 × 20-inch frame as the basis. I found a commercially made oak frame of simple 1 × 2 molding priced at $30.85. The same frame made to order by a professional framer might cost $50 or more. I could buy the identical molding at a local home-improvement center and build the same frame for $8.58. With oak 1 × 2, however, and an extra five minutes of setup and saw time, I could make the same frame for $4.88. And that was paying retail for materials. As a professional (and anyone with a business card can call himself a professional), I can save an additional 10 to 30 percent in discounts, depending on where I buy. By going to the mill and hauling my own material, I can save up to 50 percent.

But these savings pale in comparison with the savings possible with moldings and framing systems I have devised and will cover completely in later chapters. To determine my costs in making a basic 1 × 2 molding, for example, I timed myself. Working at a comfortable but steady pace, without rushing, I was able to turn out 200 feet of molding in one hour, at a total material cost of $25, or 12½ cents a foot. Comparable commercial moldings range in price from $1 to $2 a foot, or about eight to sixteen times as much.

Using the basic single-strip molding, I framed a pair of 20 × 22-inch prints for $1 each. With a double-strip molding, I framed a matted print measuring 29½ × 36½ inches for a mere $2.75. A large, limited-edition print by one of my favorite artists is housed in a massive 31 × 41-inch three-strip frame that set me back all of $4.38.

A local physician had that same print custom framed in a barn-siding-style molding that compares in size and appearance to my own and paid $135 for the job: $75 for the frame, $35 for the mounting and matting with standard mat board, and $25 for the glass. For a total cost of about $8, I archivally mounted and double matted my own print with the acid-free board I purchased at the same shop and special rice-paper hinges impregnated with starch paste and treated with fungicide. Instead of having a framer cut and supply my glass, I bought mine at a glass shop for $15.

The whole job—mounting, matting, glazing, and framing—cost me about $28. Not only did mine cost $107 less than the good doctor paid, but when the acidic mats have burned the margins of his print and yellowed the highlights, mine will still look good as new. What’s more, as my properly framed print increases in value, which the sold-out edition promises, his will decrease, simply because it wasn’t properly matted and framed.

So the savings continue and go well beyond the dollars saved initially. The potential, in fact, is limitless. How to save those dollars at the onset and spend a few cents to protect an investment is something the average person doesn’t know about—but which you are about to learn.

Consider the average modest dwelling: a three-bedroom, two-bath house, apartment, or condominium. There’s a good bit of wall space to cover in any such home and a surprising number of items to be framed: perhaps a couple of colorful prints for the kitchen; several drawings, prints, or paintings for the dining room and living room; posters and photographs for children’s rooms; a few favorite prints and paintings for the master bedroom; possibly some miniatures, collectibles, and three-dimensional art for the bathrooms; and a collection of family photographs for the hallway. The average person could easily have thirty, forty, or more items to be framed.

In larger homes there are walls in family rooms, hobby rooms, rec rooms, dens, libraries, and home offices. There are more hallways, stairways, and foyer space, and if someone in the home happens to be an artist or photographer, framing can become a continuous activity.

It should be clear to you by now that you can easily earn back the price of this book and more with your first framing project. Eventually, your savings can amount to hundreds or thousands of dollars, and if you’re so inclined, you can turn enough of a profit on your hobby to pay for all your tools and materials, or you can even make this enjoyable hobby a full-time profession.

TYPES OF FRAMABLES

Among the many objects suitable for framing are oil and acrylic paintings, pastels, batiks, watercolors, pencil and pen-and-ink drawings, washes, lithographs, serigraphs, engravings, etchings, diplomas, certificates, photographs, posters, needlework, three-dimensional art, and various collectibles.

Preparation of the work and the materials, tools, and techniques you use to frame it depend on the kind of work it is. Beyond that, you will be guided by convention or tradition and your own tastes and ingenuity.

Original oil and acrylic paintings are framed without mats and glass, and there’s no need for a dust seal at the rear of the frame with such works. Batiks are usually framed the same way, as are some fabrics.


Frame It Yourself and Save

Recently, my wife, Patty, and I were browsing in a gourmet shop in Florence, Oregon, when she noticed a large, framed poster and asked the woman behind the counter if it was for sale. The proprietor said she had unframed copies available and began to tell her about getting it professionally mounted and framed. When Patty told her that I’m a framer, the woman turned to me and said, “Maybe you can tell me—I think I paid too much, but didn’t ask ahead of time. So I didn’t complain when the framer charged me $250.”

I gulped and took a second look at the poster. It was a large, 25 × 36-inch, very busy, color cartoon, depicting amusing mayhem in the kitchen of a French restaurant. It was adequately but unremarkably set behind glass without mats in a narrow box molding, finished in matte black. I made a quick assessment and told the woman that she could have framed it herself for about $50.

“I’m no framer,” she said.

“You don’t need to be,” I said. “You could order a simple metal-section frame cut to size, buy the glass from a glass shop, and either cut a backing board to fit, or have the poster mounted at any frame shop. You could put it all together with a screwdriver. Total labor—about fifteen minutes.”

I knew I could make a simple box frame similar to hers for about $2, and I could buy all the other necessary materials at discounts. But to prove my point, I told her I would pay retail for everything, do nothing extraordinary, and keep it all so simple that anyone would be able to do the job with little time and effort expended. I bought a poster and promised to report the results of my experiment.

The following week, I stopped by a local frame shop to buy some mat board. While there, I dropped the poster off with directions to vacuum mount it on foamboard. Back home, I phoned the glass shop and ordered a piece of picture glass cut to size. The next time I had errands to run in town, I picked up my mounted poster and glass. Total time spent at frame and glass shops: about ten minutes.

The poster is mainly black and white with blue as the most prominent color and red a noticeable subordinate color. I tried both blue and red frame sample corners on the poster and decided on the latter. Then I phoned Graphik Dimensions, Ltd., and ordered a red metal-section frame cut to size. When it arrived the following week, I cleaned the glass, used a screwdriver to assemble the frame with the hardware provided, put everything together, and hung the poster. Total framing time: about fifteen minutes.

The most expensive part of the job was the custom-cut frame, which cost me $21.60, including shipping and handling. Running a close second was having a professional framer vacuum-mount the poster, for which I was charged $21.40. The glass, cut to order, was $13.

Okay, so my total expenditure was $6 over my $50 estimate. I still ended up paying $194 less than the owner of the gourmet shop was charged. Allowing five minutes for the phone calls I made, my total labor was thirty minutes. That works out to $388 an hour—a bit steep, I think.



Some professionals insist that all prints be framed as their originals would be. So if the original was an oil painting, they say, the print should be framed as an oil painting would be. Of course, if that’s what you want to do, fine, but it’s ridiculous to insist you do it that way. In fact, these days, with the current popularity of limited editions, most prints are matted and framed behind glass, even if the originals were oil or acrylic paintings. Certainly, any print with potential collector’s value should be archivally matted and framed behind glass, regardless of what medium the original was done in.

Prints made on canvas should be treated the same as the original oils and acrylics on canvas. They should be attached to stretcher frames, then framed without mats, glass, or dust seals. Unlimited-edition prints on paper can be framed the same way, but first should be mounted to rigid stock, such as foamboard or hardboard.

Watercolors, pastels, sketches, drawings, most prints, and other artwork on paper should be matted and framed behind glass for maximum protection and most pleasing presentation. Diplomas, certificates, and other documents should also be framed behind glass, either with or without mats, depending on personal preferences.

Photographs and posters are displayed in the widest variety of ways. Photos are often mounted and displayed without mats or frames. Some are framed without mats or glass; others are treated the same as artworks on paper, with mats and glass. And there are many specialty products available for mounting and displaying photos and posters.

Three-dimensional objects are often displayed in framed collectors’ cases. Some can be mounted to a suitable background, which is then framed and displayed with or without glass. Shadow boxes are also popular for framing and displaying such objects.

Framables range in value from free to priceless. With all the cheap and free items available, and the ability to frame them expertly and inexpensively, there’s no excuse for bare walls anywhere. If your tastes lean toward expensive originals, rare objects, and limited editions but your budget doesn’t quite stack up, display cheaper works for now, and replace them as you can afford to. You’ll not only get valuable practice matting and framing the inexpensive items, but when you replace them you should also be able to sell them for considerably more than you have invested in them. What’s more, you may find some you simply don’t want to part with, regardless of their worth.

Cheap and free framables are everywhere. To find them, just keep your eyes open and think framing.

Many greeting and note cards are ideal as framed miniatures, and those of a similar size often make attractive sets. Occasional cards can be framed in batches and used as seasonal decorations for Thanksgiving, Christmas, Easter, and other holidays.

Posters are often given away as part of a promotional campaign. Even those sold for profit are always considerably cheaper than original art. And the freebies can even end up being worth money. Some years ago, I found a poster in a record album I had bought. I kept it for years with the idea of maybe framing it someday or perhaps giving it to a nephew or niece. But one day during a housecleaning binge, I decided I really didn’t like it all that much, so I tossed it onto the trash heap I later hauled to the dump.

As Murphy would have it, no more than a week or two later, I watched a TV program on collecting and learned that the very poster I had just discarded was relatively rare and worth several hundred bucks.

Calendars—either photographs or art reproductions—are another good source of framable material. The matching sizes of calendar pages make them ideal for framed sets.

I’m not ashamed to admit that two of my favorite prints, which many of our visitors have liked as well, are calendar art that I didn’t pay a dime for. I didn’t even buy the calendar; Handyman magazine sent it free some years ago. Two of the art reproductions in the calendar struck my fancy, so I mounted, matted, and framed them. They’re the same pair of 20 × 22-inch prints I mentioned earlier that I framed for $1 each. So it’s certainly not their monetary value that has garnered so many appreciative comments.
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Simple note cards showing fly-fishing scenes become attractive miniatures when they are matted and framed.

Garage sales and secondhand stores are also good sources for cheap framables. Look for old photographs, paintings, and prints that appeal to you but are either poorly framed or in frames that are falling apart. These are usually slow movers that you can pick up for nearly nothing. It’s amazing what new mats, glass, and frames will do for these old works.

FUNCTIONS OF FRAME AND MAT

Both frames and mats perform protective and decorative functions. To avoid undermining these purposes, you must know how to select them and match them to the works being displayed.

The right frames provide rigid encasements for works of all kinds and thereby protect them and keep them from buckling, warping, and suffering from other problems. When properly sealed and glazed (set behind glass or acrylic), they also protect works from ambient radiation, airborne pollutants, and acid damage. Finally, they add eye appeal to the works they contain.

The wrong frames might not only fail to protect what they hold, but can also cause buckling, warping, and other problems. If they’re improperly sealed and glazed, they can assist in the destruction of monetarily or sentimentally valuable works. And they can be distracting, even downright ugly.

Mats add rigidity to whatever is being framed, but they also provide important separation between the work and the glass. You can cut mats to make odd-size works fit standard-size frames. You can exaggerate mat sizes and dimensions to emphasize the size or format of what you’re framing, and you can select colors that match or contrast the colors in the artworks or photographs. You can use single or multiple mats and can cut mat windows in a variety of shapes and configurations.

MODERN FRAME DESIGN

Over the centuries, frames have changed dramatically, from the ornate and gaudy frames made from the fifteenth to eighteenth centuries to more subdued but decorative frames of the nineteenth century and on to the stark simplicity of the mid-twentieth century. Many of the early frames were complex pieces of architecture that competed with the pictures they enclosed and distracted viewers. Today, we try to keep our frames simple, their designs subtle. We want them to complement what they enclose and blend with the room’s decor.

Instead of the heavy, ornamental wood frames carved in deep relief that caught the fancy of our ancestors, we prefer lighter and narrower wood frames for many applications. The gaudy gilded frames of yesteryear have largely given way to slicker, sleeker metal-section frames. Instead of silver leaf and gold leaf, we use chrome, brass plate, and anodized aluminum.

Does this mean we never use highly decorative frames, wide or massive moldings, or gilding of one kind or another? Certainly not. It means we have many options to exercise, many possibilities to choose from. And it means we can suffer a lot of confusion, especially when faced with so many design concepts that seem to contradict one another.

For example, we might be told in a book or magazine that large paintings should be framed with narrow moldings, only to turn the page and find a large painting attractively framed in a wide molding, or a small work handsomely framed with a narrow molding. Having all these options doesn’t mean that there is only one best choice and all others are something less. There’s no such thing as the ideal matting or framing for any picture. Many will prove suitable, and certain ones will strike you as better than others. Personal preferences and tastes play major roles in making such selections.

When it comes to designing and making your own frames and doing your own matting, the simplest and soundest advice I can offer is to do what fits the work and pleases you. But there’s a chance you aren’t sure about what fits any particular artwork or even about what pleases you, mainly because you haven’t examined many of the options. So spend some time in art galleries and museums, looking for what pleases you. Be conscious of all the framed works around you in public buildings, offices, and other homes. Then stop by a frame shop or well-stocked home-improvement center and find out what’s available. You will soon learn that you have narrowed your options considerably by simply eliminating what you don’t like or what doesn’t seem to fit the project at hand.

And don’t worry about making the wrong choice. It’s rare that you will, but when you do, you can simply pick again. That’s one of the advantages of doing your own matting and framing. If you paid somebody $150 to frame a picture, you would be reluctant to have it re-framed, even if you came to despise it. If you framed it yourself, however, and spent only a few dollars doing it, you wouldn’t feel so bad about refraining the work when you grew tired of the original frame.

I have a number of works in this category. A pair of prints in matching mats and frames looked good enough when I framed them, but I saw them so often that I grew bored with them. New mats and frames sparked them up and relieved my boredom. I had two oil paintings in frames someone else made that I never had liked, and I reframed them with something more in accord with my tastes. Others that looked fine in apartments and other houses we lived in just don’t fit their present environment. So they will be reframed and I will keep the old mats and frames for use with other works.


GETTING INTO FRAMING

You don’t have to spend four years in college, two years in a trade school, or even a year in an apprenticeship to learn all you need to know about mounting, matting, and framing. With a little time well spent and a bit of practice in the craft, you’ll soon be framing as well as any professional. Before you finish this book, you should be turning out frames and mats that are every bit as fine as anything found in a professional frame shop, gallery, or museum. In fact, it won’t be long before you visit museums and galleries and find the flaws in the mats and frames displayed there.

Framing is an enjoyable and rewarding hobby and something that shows results much sooner than most other do-it-yourself projects do. If you’re using a prefinished molding, you can mount, mat, glaze, and frame several items in an evening or on a casual Saturday afternoon. Even if you’re making your own molding from scratch, you can turn out a batch of framed works over a single weekend.

Once you master the techniques, it’s easy to turn a profit on your hobby by doing framing jobs for others. You can eventually expand this into a lucrative sideline or full-time business. And I can’t think of a business that’s easier to get into or one that requires less overhead or a smaller initial investment.

Whether you approach framing as a hobby or later as a business is something only you can decide. Either way, you will end up money ahead while learning a useful and rewarding craft.



CHAPTER TWO
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Mounting and Matting Materials and Tools

Most works to be framed first should be mounted on a mount board of some type. Mounting keeps the work in place, and the mount board provides rigidity and prevents warping. Mounting is also a way to repair some works that are warped, curled, or even bent or torn. Many works are then sandwiched between mount boards and mats prior to framing.

Before learning the various mounting and matting techniques, you should become familiar with the materials and tools at your disposal. Some are highly specialized and used only or mainly in mounting and matting. Others are more common and widely used for other purposes as well.

MOUNT BOARDS, MAT BOARDS, AND BACKING MATERIALS

Among the various materials suitable for mounting artwork, diplomas, certificates, documents, photographs, and posters, the most commonly used and widely available are mat board, rag board or museum board, archival corrugated board, and foamboard. Certainly, framers use a good many other materials, but the operative word here is suitable. Hardboard, for example, is suitable for some applications, but it is dense and heavy and adds significant weight to any framing project. It is also acidic and therefore inappropriate for conservation mounting. Some framers like the rigidity hardboard provides and use it for special jobs, such as mounting some kinds of needlework. If you find it suits your purposes, use only tempered hard-board, and seal all surfaces with shellac.

Although corrugated container board—the brown paper product that so-called cardboard boxes are made of—is widely used, I can’t recommend it. I never use it in any phase of mounting, matting, or framing, because it is so highly acidic and potentially damaging.

Standard mat board, a wood-pulp product; neutralized mat board, which is acid-free; and rag board, which contains no wood, commonly come in two-ply and four-ply thicknesses in sheets of 32 × 40 inches. Two-ply board is about [image: ]-inch thick, and four-ply about [image: ]. The thinner board is suitable for most jobs. The thicker is sometimes used for adding rigidity to large works, but it is always at least half again as expensive as two-ply board, sometimes double in price. Also, if you plan to use a backing, two-ply should provide sufficient rigidity. Eight-ply mat board is also available for large works and special jobs where extra rigidity is important.

Standard mat board is acidic and should never be used as a mount board with any work of monetary or sentimental value. It can be used, however, as outer mat material in conservation mounting, matting, and framing. Both neutralized mat board and rag board are pH neutral and are suitable for all conservation applications, as either mount boards or mats. Crescent Cardboard Company, a major producer of rag and mat boards, offers its line of standard mat board with acid-free cores and backing papers, making them suitable for most matting applications.

Archival corrugated board consists of a corrugated core faced on two sides with paper. All materials are acid-free and buffered, making this board acceptable for conservation mounting. It comes in single-wall and double-wall configurations, with respective thicknesses of ⅛ and ¼ inch.

Foamboard consists of a core of extruded polystyrene, sandwiched between sheets of white paper. It comes in thicknesses of ⅛, [image: ], ¼, and ⅜ inch, with [image: ] being the most universally useful and probably the most widely used. An acid-free version, for conservation use, is only slightly more expensive than standard foamboard. Since it should not be used in any process requiring temperatures above 150°F, foamboard is not suitable for heat mounting. Nevertheless, it is one of the most useful materials available to the framer. Because of its light weight and rigidity, it is a superior backing material, and it is ideal for most mounting applications.

With [image: ]-inch foamboard, I am able to mount and frame all but the largest works without the need for backing material; the foamboard serves as both mount and backing. With it I can save time and money on most jobs. Foamboard is also easier to cut than mat board and rag board and doesn’t seem to dull blades as fast.

All these materials are available at most frame and art-supply shops and department stores that stock products for mounting, matting, and framing. Although some stores stock the various board products in standard frame sizes, from 8 × 10 to 20 × 24 inches, most shops more commonly stock them in 32 × 40-inch sheets that you can cut to any size you need. The larger sheets are also cheaper in the long run.

ADHESIVES AND TAPES

A number of aerosol adhesives, adhesive sheets, and dry-mounting tissues, used primarily for mounting photographs and posters, are covered fully in chapter 4. Although they are not generally recommended for mounting valuable artwork or limited-edition prints, when such items get bent, wrinkled, or torn, some can be successfully repaired by mounting with an aerosol adhesive or an adhesive sheet.

[image: ]

Ceramic tongue and acid-free linen tape are ideal for hinging mat and mount boards. Insta-Hinge kit provides a practical way to hinge artwork.

Most household or hobby glues, pastes, and, cements contain substances that are harmful to artwork and should not be used for mounting or matting, although some are suitable for frame construction and dust-seal installation. Among the most commonly found in the home are white glue and rubber cement, neither of which is suitable for mounting or matting.

Customarily, original artwork and valuable reproductions on paper are mounted to mount boards with hinges made of rice paper or nonacidic tape. Rice-paper hinges are stuck to the back of the artwork and to the mount board with a paste of methyl cellulose, wheat starch, or rice starch.

Methyl cellulose is a powder you dissolve in water to make a paste. The paste is then applied to rice-paper hinges for mounting. It is easy to use, nonacidic, and reversible with water, and has an indefinite shelf life.

[image: ]

Scotch Removable Magic Tape is useful for temporarily holding works in place.

[image: ]

Scotch 752 ATG Adhesive Transfer Applicator in use.

Although wheat-starch and rice-starch pastes are the adhesives customarily used for museum mounting, for my money they’re nuisances to work with. They are indeed nonacidic but susceptible to attack by fungi, so should have a fungicide added to them. They must be mixed in water, then cooked into a paste. And leftover paste has a short shelf life. So they’re impractical for the person who has only a few mounting jobs to do at any given time.

Much more practical for most of us is a product called Insta-Hinge. A kit for under $15 contains everything you need to mount up to a dozen items: paper blotters, Mylar squares, spun-nylon squares, and three 1½ × 24-inch strips of rice paper impregnated with starch paste and treated with fungicide. Insta-Hinge kits are available at well-stocked framing and art-supply outlets and by phone or mail from some mail-order sources, such as University Products (see the Source Directory at the back of this book).

Like adhesives, few general-purpose tapes are useful in mounting and matting operations. Even though some books recommend mounting watercolors and other works with masking tape, I must advise against the practice. The tape will yellow in time and is not reversible—that is, you cannot later remove the tape without pulling paper fibers from the artwork. Cellophane tape is even more harmful.

If the work you’re mounting has little commercial value, you can use Scotch Magic Tape and similar so-called invisible mending tapes with good results. They aren’t reversible, but they won’t yellow the way other tapes do. Even if you’re using tape only to temporarily hold a work in position and will remove it later, it can damage the work by removing paper fibers from it, and most leave a residue of adhesive that can harm the artwork. A nifty exception is Scotch Removable Magic Tape. I have been using this product since its introduction to temporarily hold artwork in place while I’m positioning it, and it has never lifted paper fibers or left a residue behind.
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Adhesive transfer tape inside the 752 ATG.

Acid-free linen tape is widely used in the framing business and is safe for conservation mounting and matting. The tape is made of linen backed with pH-neutral, water-activated adhesive. It will not stain and is reversible with water. It comes in 1-inch and 1½-inch rolls from 20 to 300 yards long. The 1-inch tape will prove suitable for most jobs and can be used for making hinged mats and for hinging some works to mount boards. It is relatively thick, though, and can leave a visible impression if used to hinge works or documents on lightweight stock.

Acid-free paper tape is made of 24-pound buffered bond paper and backed with a water-activated adhesive. This lightweight tape is removable with water and is ideal for hinging artworks to mount boards, even those produced on lightweight stock. It is not substantial enough, however, for hinging mats to mount boards. It comes in 1-inch rolls, of 50 to 300 yards. One 50-yard roll is enough to hinge more than 200 artworks.

Tyvek tape is a strong tape suitable for hinging mats to mount boards, but is not recommended for hinging artwork. This is a polyethylene tape backed with a pressure-sensitive adhesive and release paper, so it requires no water for use. It comes in 2¼-inch rolls 50 yards long and is a good choice for hinging large mats to mount boards.

When you’re using more than one mat with any single item you’re framing, the mats are easier to handle if they’re stuck together. You can use double-sided tape for this, but if you will be doing much matting, I can recommend a handy tool and tape for the job. The 3M Company calls the tool a Scotch 752 ATG Adhesive Transfer Applicator. I call it a tape gun, and it’s the fastest in the West for laying down synthetic adhesive in a continuous line or a series of patches. I originally bought mine for laminating mats, but I’ve put it to dozens of other uses since, including the mounting of small photographs prior to framing.

MEASURING, MARKING, AND POSITIONING INSTRUMENTS

For measuring and marking large sheets of mat board, foamboard, and other sheet stock, I most often use a steel tape rule. Some people prefer folding rules, so the choice is yours.

For measuring artwork, I normally use an aluminum yardstick that I keep wiped clean with a rag dampened with denatured alcohol. I also have a 4-foot aluminum drywall square that I use for some measuring and marking chores, but mostly as a guide when I’m cutting sheet stock.

Here’s a tip. Whatever kind of metal straightedge you use as a cutting guide, affix a strip of masking tape to the underside for its entire length. This will help keep it from slipping as you cut.

To scribe lines on the back of a mat as guides for cutting out the mat window, you can use a carpenter’s marker that’s adjustable up to 6 inches or a compass set for your desired width. You won’t need these tools, though, if you invest in a mat-cutting guide (such as Alto’s 4501 or 4505 Mat Cutting System); it also serves as a marking guide and is much faster and easier to use than any other instruments.
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Useful tools for mounting and matting: aluminum T-square or drywall square (with strip of masking tape on back), steel tape rule, aluminum yardstick, and thin-lead pencil.

Those who cut mats without the aid of a mat-cutting guide might want to invest in the Boyne Mat Corner Marker or similar tools, available at framing-supply outlets. This inexpensive plastic jig is quick and easy to use. Simply determine the mat width, lay the jig at each corner, mark corner lines with a pencil in the appropriate cutouts, line up the straightedge, and cut the window out with a mat cutter.

The Falcon Print Positioner was available for some time before I got around to trying one. Perhaps my curiosity was tempered by my natural skepticism about new gadgets designed to do jobs I’ve successfully seen to with old, reliable tools. Whatever my reasons, when I consider the time I’ve spent at the tedious task of positioning photographs and some other works for mounting, I kick myself for ignoring this amazingly simple and foolproof aid.
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Use Alto’s Model 4501 system guide to scribe guidelines.
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Alto’s Model 4501 Mat Cutting System includes a base unit, a 32-inch cutting guide, and Model 45 Mat Cutter with five spare blades.
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Alto’s Model 4505 Mat Cutting System includes a base unit, a 36-inch cutting guide, and Model 45 Mat Cutter with five spare blades.
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Boyne Mat Corner Marker.

With the Print Positioner, there’s no need to measure and scribe layout lines on the mounting board or to put guide marks on print borders. While such chores take only a few minutes with conventional tools, the entire job is reduced to seconds with the Print Positioner. And it works with any size print. For anyone who has more than a few items to mount, mat, and frame, I heartily recommend this ingenious tool. Complete directions for its use are in chapter 4.

KNIVES, CUTTERS, AND TRIMMERS

The framer’s basic cutting tool is a utility knife. You will need one for cutting mat board, rag board, foamboard, and other sheet stock. The knives come in a variety of styles with different kinds of blades. Some have fairly heavy blades that are reversible and can be honed when they become dull. Others have thin snap-off blades that are discarded when dull. Still others, such as the X-Acto knives, use replaceable blades that come from the factory as sharp as a scalpel.
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Heavy-duty utility knives from Wolfcraft (top), Stanley Tools (center), and Sears (bottom), shown atop needlepoint board and foam-core board.

If you’re watching your pennies, you might prefer to sharpen your utility-knife blade, but renewing an edge to razor sharpness is a time-consuming chore and one I cannot justify. I prefer to discard a dull blade and replace it with a new one, which takes only seconds and doesn’t interfere with my concentration on the task at hand.

For that reason, I use X-Acto knives and have come to favor the model with a large screwdriver-type handle because of the additional leverage it offers when cutting through tough material or when the blade is beginning to dull. Replaceable blades come in a large array of styles and sizes. The ones I find best for all my mounting and matting work are the Dexter #3 and X-Acto #19. These same blades also happen to fit the Alto’s Model 30 mat cutter.

If you decide on a knife with replaceable blades, don’t simply toss used blades into a wastebasket or trash bag where they can do damage or cause injury. Find a small can or jar with a lid, label it Used Blades, and put your dull blades there. Incidentally, when your knife fails to move smoothly and effortlessly through whatever you’re cutting, or if it leaves a rough edge, sharpen it or replace it. A dull blade is inefficient and dangerous.

If you will be doing much mount-board and mat cutting, you might want to invest in a heavy-duty paper cutter or trimmer that will see to most of it. Professional guillotine-style and roller-type cutters and trimmers easily handle mat board and other sheet stock. There are models that will accommodate widths up to 48 inches and even more, but their prices range from several hundred to more than a thousand dollars.

I got by without one of these cutters for a number of years, but as I began doing more and more mounting and matting, I decided it was time to invest in one. I chose a 24-inch guillotine-style cutter, however, that cost me under $100, including shipping. My guess is that it takes care of at least 75 percent of my cutting chores.

By the way, with a guillotine-style cutter, you should always cut material with the good face down on the cutter table, as the blade makes noticeable impressions on the up side.

One of the latest and niftiest cutters to come down the pike is Alto’s Model 90 Cutoff Tool. In appearance, it resembles a drywall square, but it’s mated with a 90-degree cutter that fits into a channel along the tool’s stem. It handles standard 40-inch-wide mat and other boards, will cut material from paper-thin stock to ¼-inch foam-board with ease, and sells for under $100.
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Put old blades in ajar, can, or other container you keep for such purposes.
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Alto’s Model 90 Cutoff Tool. PHOTO COURTESY OF ALTO’S EZ MAT.

MAT CUTTERS, GUIDES, AND STRAIGHTEDGES

Mat cutters that make a clean beveled cut with an angled, razor-sharp blade are about the handiest tools around for anyone with matting jobs to do. Several models are available, designed to be used with any straightedge thick enough to keep the cutter from riding up over the edge. The Dexter and X-Acto mat cutters are two examples.
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Dexter mat cutter.
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Alto’s mat cutters can be used with a straightedge.
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Alto’s Model 30 Mat.

There are also mat-cutting systems that range in price from more than $100 to well over $1,000. If you plan to work at matting and framing full time, perhaps you will want to check into one of these machines, but for now, and perhaps for always, you should get by most satisfactorily with something much less expensive.

For my money—literally—there’s no better buy on the market than Alto’s 4501 Mat Cutting System, which includes a hand-held mat cutter and an ingenious marking and cutting guide that adjusts from 1½ to 6⅜ inches in ⅛-inch increments. The cutter guide bar is nearly 32 inches long, thus permitting a cut of almost 30 inches in a single stroke. Moreover, the system is open at both ends, permitting cuts of any length in mats of any size. With no more than five minutes’ practice, anyone can be cutting beveled mats like a pro. And the whole outfit is available for about $100.

Incidentally, a friend of mine who owns a large frame shop started some years ago with an Alto’s system. As his business grew, rather than replace a tool that had served him so well, he simply added another. He and his employees must cut hundreds of mats a month, and they do it all with the same system I use. So I expect my Alto’s system to last me a lifetime.
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Alto’s Model 4501 Mat Cutting System. PHOTO COURTESY OF ALTO’S EZ MAT.

The Model 30 mat cutter, which came with the original Alto’s EZ Mat system, is available separately for about $15. This cutter creates 30-degree bevels and is the one to use with various templates and for decorative freehand cutting.

The Model 45 mat cutter, which comes with the 4501 and 4505 systems, is also available separately for about $40. This one cuts mat windows with 45-degree bevels, and of all the mat cutters on the market, it’s the easiest and most foolproof one I’ve tried.

For cutting and decorating mats with oval windows, you’ll probably want to invest in a set of Alto’s oval templates, which come with a Model 30 cutter. The set costs about $65.

For some reason, authors of framing books seem to feel obligated to describe the process of cutting beveled mats with a utility knife and mat cutter’s straightedge, and I can’t understand why. Making a clean, professional-looking cut armed only with these tools is no easy task. It takes a lot of practice to gain the needed skill, and no amount of skill will produce mats any better looking than those you can produce more quickly and efficiently with Alto’s 4501 Mat Cutting System. What’s more, a mat cutter’s beveled straightedge is an expensive item of limited worth. In fact, for one long enough to cut large mats, you would pay nearly as much as you would for the 4501 system.
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Alto’s Model 30 Mat Cutter is the one to use with templates and for freehand work. PHOTO COURTESY OF ALTO’S EZ MAT.

MAT-SAMPLE CORNERS AND CROPPING CORNERS

Presumably, you will be buying your sheet stock from a local frame shop, art-supply outlet, or department store where you will find color samples of mat board in the form of corner strips. When you’re selecting colored mats for any piece of art, it’s a good idea to take the artwork with you so you can try the various mat-sample corners with it until you find the one or ones that are just right.
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Change Alto’s Model 30 blades with a screwdriver or nutdriver.

[image: ]

Alto’s Model 30 Mat Cutter is for right-handed or left-handed use.
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Alto’s Model 45 Mat Cutter is the smoothest, easiest, and possibly the best cutter available today. PHOTO COURTESY OF ALTO’S EZ MAT.

As you mat various items, start making your own mat-sample corners from scraps of leftover mat board. On the back of each corner, write the brand and number of the mat board or rag board: Bainbridge #731, Crescent #1082, and such. I also include the particular shade, such as Storm Blue, Bar Harbor Gray, Moss Point Green, Inca Gold, and the like.

Before you know it, you will have accumulated quite a selection of mat-sample corners that you can use at home, and the labeling will ensure that you can duplicate exactly what you have done before. This is particularly important when you work with shades of colors that are only subtly different.

Something else you will find handy, particularly for working with photographs, is a set of cropping corners that you can make from scraps. With these, you can determine the right cropping for any photograph and thereby determine the dimensions to cut the mat window or trim the photograph.

You can make cropping corners any size you wish. Obviously, if you never work with photos any larger than 8 × 10 inches, then cropping corners need be no larger than 10 × 10 inches along the inside edges. But if you make them larger, you will be prepared for larger prints if the need ever arises. I made mine from available scraps and ended up with a pair of 20 × 26-inch corners that are black on one side, white on the other, and have seen to all my needs so far.
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Parts of the Alto’s Model 45 Mat Cutter.

OTHER USEFUL TOOLS

A number of other tools and accessories come in handy in the mounting and matting process. You will want to have on hand some of the ones I use, and you will certainly come up with a few of your own.

I prefer pencils to pens for marking guidelines on mount and mat boards. But I like a bold black pen for making notes to myself that I can read from a distance as I’m working. So I also keep a pen and pad nearby as I work.

Spring clamps are handy for keeping big sheets of foamboard, mat board, or rag board in place during cutting operations. They are also good for clamping a straightedge in place to keep it from moving during the cut.

Several large stainless-steel clips are useful for holding artwork in place on mount boards for marking layout lines. In their absence, you can cover the artwork with tissue paper and lay several books on top to keep everything in place, or you can cover each book with tissue paper.
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Mat-sample corners and swatches are useful in choosing the right mats.
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Cropping corners help you determine the right cropping for any photograph.
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Smooth rough spots on mat edges with an emery board.

Some framers use beanbags for such purposes. When my search of toy stores, craft-supply shops, and other seemingly likely sources for beanbags proved futile, I was faced with the chore of having to make my own. When it dawned on me that dried beans come in plastic bags at supermarkets, however, I bought four one-pound bags, which I keep in my studio for use with curled posters and other unruly works.

Be sure to have a pack of double-edge razor blades on hand. When you slightly undercut a mat-window corner, you can slide one of these paper-thin blades into the cut line, carefully angle it with the bevel, and finish the cut by hand.
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