
Preface 

The most beautiful printed text is produced with traditional letterpress, a 

process that gives the printer enhanced control as designs are de\'eloped, 

and guides the printer to legibility and a relaxed laying out of words. 
In letterpress, proofs show faithfully the play of light on the page, rather 

than on a computer screen or on some type of intermediate proof; letter

press printers can use this to tbeir advantage to obtain the exact, nnished feel 
that they want. When the impression in the paper is strong and noticeable, 
the eft'ect is rich and sculptural. I have long believed that the thl'ee-dimeu

sional eHect makes letterpress printing easier to read because the eye focuses 
on letters that lie below the surface of the paper, leaving the paper SUlface it

self outside of the focal plane. 
Preparing letterpress type is a slow, labor-intensive process; printing 

from type involves machinery and techniques on the fringes oftoday's world. 

Unlike type derived from computers and laser printers, hand-set type is ex

pensive to acquire, and it takes up lots of rool11. The typical letterpress shop 
holds only a hundred fonts, while larg'e institutional shops may have a thou
sand fonts. Further, the selection of type available from typecasters today is 

relatively limited. This apparent disadvantage has the benefit of compelling 
the designer to take a careful approach to spacing, color, ornament, and rule 

in order to vary and improve the appearance of his or her work. It also re

quires the printer to choose well when selecting faces for the shop. 
Today's letterpress printer is like the fine arts painter, whose demise was 

predicted when photography was invented: instead of disappearing, the 

craft has enjoyed renewed enthusiasm in a fashionable niche. 
Museums, art centers, and libraries promote fine printing and the book 

arts with new vigor; the public recognizes the carefully crafted book or 
broadside as something unique. Many colleges offer courses in letterpress 

printing as part of their curriculum in art or literature, and four book cen
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ters bave become regional centers of activity: The Center for Book Arts in 

Ne"1( York, founded in 1974; the Minnesota Center for Book Arts, founded 

in 1985; the Columbia College Chicago Center for Book and Paper Arts, 

founded ill 1994; and the San Francisco Center for the Book, founded in 

1996. 
While some supplies have disappeared from the market place, others have 

re-emerged. A New York tannery, for example, is noyv marketing parch

ment for letterpress made from goat, calf, and deer skins. A network of pri

vate typefounders, centered around the American Typecasting Fellowship, 

continues to cast type, and a few typefounders are designing new faces. One 

heavy platen printing press (the Kluge) is still being made, but proof 

presses and table top platens are only available on the used market. Fortu

nately, these machines are very durable and will last for centuries. If inter

est in the art continues, it is likely that smaJl presses will again be manufac

tured. 

This manual is based on my experience teaching at the Minnesota Cen

ter for Book Arts in Minneapolis. I hope that those learning the craft will 

be able to supplement th!" information here with good advice and actual 

demonstration by an experienced printer. 

The use of type is traditional, and my approach to typography is tradi

tional. But the information on printing in this manual is written for those 

working in letterpress today. The manual applies the measurements used 

in the United States and refers to the supplies available here. Two glossaries 

in the back of the book will explain unfamiliar terms. One lists words re

lated to paper, and one lists words related to printing. 
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Letterpress Printing 

Letterpress printing- uses three-dimensional type to transfer ink to paper, 

often with a rich, embossed result. It is practiced today by bobbyists who 

enjoy its tactile nature, and by artists and fine printers who prefer the em

bossed effect and the traditional appearance. It was once the most common 

method of printing. 

Letterpress printing originated in Europe in about 1450, ""ith an
tecedents in the Orient that are much older. Johann Gutenberg is credited 

with inventing moveable type in about 1450; he was the first to create a sys

tem of individual letters that could be assembled into text. Prior to Guten

berg, text for printing was carved into blocks of wood. According to bis

torical theory, the invention of moveable type changed the dynamics of the 

Western world by making written communication widespread and unvary

ing from copy to copy. 
When relief printing doesn't involve type, it is technicaJly not a letterpress 

process. However, as other methods of converting text into relief surfaces, 

especially photopolymer, have become more common, the term letterpress 

has been applied to any relief surface used for printing text. Some use the 

term today as a substitute for relief 

Reliefprintin.g uses a raised surface to transfer ink to paper. Linoleum 

cuts, wood engravings, woodcuts, type, and photopolymer plates are all used 

in reliefprocesses. 

Relief printing is ancient. It is one of five important printing processes, 

including intaglio, lithography, xerography, and serigraphy. 

Other kinds ofprinting 

Intaglio printing, which dates from about the same time as letterpress, uses 

etched or engraved lines below the snrface of a plate to transfer ink to pa

peT. It is commonly called etching, engraving, or copperplate printing. 
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Lithographic printing uses the chemical separation of ink and water, usu

ally on a metal plate, but somctimes (and originally) on stone. Because of 

the chemical separation, new ink rolled over the plate or stone adheres only 

to the original image, and the ink can be transferred to paper. Lithography 

was introduced in about 1800, gained prominence about 1850, and began to 

supplant letterpress in about 1960. Today, most of the world's printing is 

lithographic. If the ink is offset from the lithographic plate onto a rubber 

surface before being transferred to the paper, the process is called offset 

printing. As a commoner, it is fine to coufuse offset and lithography, but as 

a printer, it is better to understand the difference. 

Xerographic printing uses light to create an electrical charge on a surface; 

the electrical charge attracts toner, and the toner is transferred to paper and 

melted on to it. Laser printers and copy machines are xerographic; the 

term comes from the name of one of the first commercial copy machine mak

ers, the Xerox Company. 

Serigraphic printing uses screen-mounted stencils through which ink is 

transferred to paper. The process is often called silkscreen. 

Printing press terms 

Presses are typically classified as platen, cylinder, or hand presses. A platen 

press is a press with a flat platen that carries paper to type mounted on a 

bed; a cylinder press uses a rotating cylinder to carry paper over type 

mounted on a beel; a hand press carries paper on a frame over the bed be

tween a horizontal platen and a horizontal bed. Hand presses are always 

powered by hand, but platens may be powered by foot, hand, and motor, and 

cylinder presses may be powered by hand or motor. 

The term letterpress refers to a process) and shouldn't be applied to the 

printing presses used in letterpress printing. More correctly, these are called 

letterpress printing presses. Further, the term printer refers solely to a human 

being, never to a machine. 

Regardless of the process, printing is called hand printing when the press 

or apparatus is powered by han d. A press is called handfed when paper 

sheets are individually fed to the press by hand, and automatic when the ma

chine feeds itself. A sheetJed press prints on individual sheets of paper; a 

web press prints on a stream of paper fro111 a roll, which is usually cut into 

sheets as it is delivered from the press. 

VVThen a letterpress printing press has the type surface mounted on the 

curved surface of a cylinder, it is called a rotary machine. \Vhen a printing 
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FIGURE 1 
Hand press made by 

Paul Shniedewend in Chicago 

press prints on both sides of a sheet, it is called a per

fecting press. 
The term letterpress is sometimes used by book

sellers and histor1ans to describe a copy of a handwrit

ten text, espec1ally a letter. In the era of business 
handwriting, a lette7press copy was produced by press
ing a damp sheet of paper against a handwritten orig
inal in a copy press. To make the text right-reading in 

the copy, th1n paper was used, a.nd the copy was read 

from the reverse side. 

Why letterpress endures 

Vie can categorize letterpress printers today as tech

nologists, artists, cheapskates, or expansionists. 
Technologists are intrigued by the tecbnology, espe

cially the handling of type, the working of the presses, 

or the inherent beauty of the equipment. Included in 

this category are mmlY collectors who are fascinated 
with the design of metal and wood type. 

Artists use the unique properties of letterpress to produce fine or artistic 
printing, including some who want to control the printing process for artis

tic 01' editorial reasons. 
Cheapskates want an inexpensive means of reproduction. Because letter

press is more labor-intensive than offset lithography, it's become rare as a 
commercial process. As a result, acquiring equipment for a working letter

press shop is considerably cheaper than acquiring offset equipment. This 
motive has become less important now that computers and photocopiers are 

ubiquitous. 
Expansionists already work with a relief process, such as woodcut, and 

want to expand their repertoire to include letterpress. 

A letterpress printer's skill 

The art of letterpress printing is one of assembly and arrangement. The 
printer assembles paper, type, ink, and b1nding materials for art1stic effect. 

In some of these processes, the printer acts passively, that is, the printer 
makes choices, but doesn't manipulate the implements of any craft. Unless 

the printer cuts punches or engraves mats to cast type, for example, or makes 
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paper, the skill lies in the selection of the type and paper produced by some

one else. l\lore directly under the printer's con trol is the adjustment of ink

ing and impression, the combining of fonts, the design of the margins, and 

the spacing between lines, words, and sometimes, bet"veen letters. These 

manipulations involve hand work, but the real skill lies in the eye. 

Fine printing 

The line between excellent printing and fine printing is a difficult one to 

define; Stanley Morison said simply: "the fine printer begins where the 

careful printer has left off." But Morison wrote these words before the tech

nology of printing underwent the radical change £i'om letterpress to lithog

raphy in the late twentieth century. In Morison's time, every printer was 

working in letterpress; today, only the careful are. 

Much letterpress work being done today-especially in book printing

is part of the fine prin ting movemen t, a conscious effort to express the 

spirit of a text and its illustrations using the best printing possible. The 

fine printer is really an artist, akin to the etcher or lithographer who 

makes prints. 

The private press 

The private press is an ancient term among book collectors. Originally, it 

was applied to publishers who produced books not offered for public sale. 

Today such publishers are rare, and the term is used to describe those that 

print the works of their owners, or print works cherished by them. The de

signer Eric Gill described the private press as one which "prints solely what 

it chooses, and not what its customers demand of it, which is the case with 

a 'pUblic' press." 

The livre d'artiste, the book arts, and artists) books 

Livre d'artiste is a term that originated in France in the late nineteenth cen

tury to signify books illustrated by artists. The books were normally not 

works of art in themselves, but trade editions intended for discriminating 

buyers. 

The book arts is a new field with a fragmented following and a lot of de

bate about what it comprises. The works produced are often called artists' 
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books. There is no consensus on the meaning of these terms, although 

everyone seems to agree that an artist's book is intended to be a work of art. 

Some definitions refer to the use of an inexpensive means of production, the 

inclusion of unconventional media, or an anti-market sentiment on the part 

of the maker. 
The scholar Johanna Drucker has l:alled the artist's book the "quintes

sential 20th century art type." In her Century ofArtists' Books, she suggests 

that a book can be called an artist's book only when it "interrogates the con

ceptuaJ or material form of the book." 
In my view, a book is a gatheriug of leaves bound together in a cover 

which opens to reveal its contents. \-Vhen a work of art can be unlayered, 

when it can be more fully experienced by handling, it is book art. When 

handling it divulges nothiug, it is sculpture which coutains a visual refer

ence to books. 
Kafka wrote approvingly of books that "wound 'Iud stab us"; Ezra 

Pound said a book should be "a ball of light in one's hands." Certainly, no 

other form of art is so layered, or so cryptic, as a book. 

Unfortunately, the public is usually exposed to printed art through ex

hibits at art centers and musenffiS, where books are treated as untouchable 

objects. To see a book on exhibit means, as a matter of course, to see it 

within a glass enclosure; the likelihood is remote that the book's experience, 

its unlayering, will ever be accessible. 




