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chapter one  The Sensual, Printed Artifact Imagine an erratically shaped room, tucked in the corner of the top 
floor of a 110 year-old building in downtown Chicago.  Crowned 

with a pristine, steel-reinforced, modernist skylight that spans a 
quarter of the ceiling, brightness streams down. Clouds pass by. Sky-
scrapers tower as silent next-door neighbors, vanishing upward.

Inside that space, another illumination of sorts takes place. A 
fifteenth century printing technology is alive, and being introduced 
to twenty-first century students. This is the School of the Art Insti-
tute of Chicago’s (SAIC) Letterpress Studio, under the auspices of 
the Visual Communication Design Department. 

Professing an interdisciplinary curriculum, students from a myr-
iad of departments walk through this door: Printmedia, Sculpture, 
Ceramics, Fiber and Material Studies, Painting and Drawing, Perfor-
mance, Architecture, Interior Design and Designed Objects, Writing, 
Photography, Film, Video, New Media and Animation, Visual and 
Critical Studies, and, of course, Visual Communication Design.

What brings them here? Young adults who have grown up with 
microchips, Google and pull-down font menus are often unaware 
they can be simultaneously drawn to lead, tin, antimony and cop-
per. At first glance, it might seem contrary to the speed-of-light at-
tention spans they have perfected, to stand at a type cabinet and 
plink, plink, plink one character at a time into a composing stick. 
But very quickly they recognize it as a welcome antithesis, deep-
ening their spectrum of concentration. Semester after semester, we 
have a full house. Three sections of a dozen students each, all yearn-
ing for something.

The Allure
We ask them that question on the first day. And the answers are 
remarkably similar.

Some come, bored and alienated with the digital environment. 
They long for an activity that slows the blind pace of auto-spacing 
and default kerning, and demands a rhythmic unity of mind and 
hand. In a more palpable sense, they want all of their senses to be 
engaged. Not just eyes reading a screen, but fingers touching and 
choosing an em space or an en space or a three to the em space. They 
want to pull a spatula through a viscous dollop of ink and watch it 
stream from the blade in a slow, molasses-like dance. The scent of 
a Type Shop is unmistakable, and indelible. Bicep-building drawer 
lifting will be their calisthenics for the next sixteen weeks. Working 
and studying in a Type Shop is a whole body experience, not for the 
lethargic or faint of heart. 

(Left) The two windows  
of the SAIC Type Shop
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As you face the bed, the quoins are always placed on the side clos-
est to the press operator, and on the right. When the quoins are tight-
ened, they push away from you and toward the head dead bar. Devi-
ation from this rule results in poor lockup and impossible registration.

Once the form is loosely dressed, with furniture arranged 
around it, untie it. Keep the string in the galley if you want to use 
it again. The lockup can now be completed by filling in gaps with 
furniture or reglets and tightening the quoins.

quoins A quoin is a small metal wedge that expands when tight-
ened, tightening, or locking up the form. There are many different 
designs for quoins. One consists of a pair of triangular wedges of 
metal that are pushed apart with a matching quoin key. A second 
kind is the Challenge “hi-speed” quoin. It is rectangular and ex-
pands evenly when the matching quoin key is used. When teaching 
beginners, the advantage of the wedge-shaped quoins is the obvious 
mechanics of the design. On the high-speed quoins, the mechanical 
innards are covered up.

To tighten the quoins, use the matched quoin key. Turn the key 
only to finger tight; too much will cause the form to rise up and 
result in inconsistent printing. Plane your type to set it on its feet be-
fore tightening the quoins. Do not plane type when it is inked. Place 
the planer on its side when not in use, so bits of debris do not stick 
to its face and subsequently cause damage to it or type.

Press Operation 
Keep safety in mind at all times when printing. Tie back long hair, 
and remove any long necklaces or jewelry. The Vandercook Uni-
versal 1 and No. 4 have motor-driven ink drums that can catch 
dangling items.

Place your sheet of paper on the feedboard and step on the grip-
per pedal. If you are printing on the Vandercook No. 3, which has 
no gripper pedal, advance the cylinder until you hear a click, then 
bring the cylinder most of the way back to the feedboard. As you do 
so, the grippers will open. Feed your paper before the grippers close. 
Use two of the paper guides (next to the grippers), and the side 
guide. The paper guides are adjustable. Turn the knobs attached to 
the paper guides to adjust them. For the side guide, loosen the knob 
to move it; tighten it in position.

inking, trip/print Be sure the bed of the press is free from 
any obstruction (i.e. random type, string, wrench, pica ruler). Turn 
the handle with your right hand and arm while holding the paper 

(Top) Lead Graffiti, By the Nos. 
Caterpillar book printed from 
handset wood and metal type on 
Mohawk Superfine. 2012. (5" x 4" x 
1".) This book is the result of a full-
day ‘creative’ letterpress workshop 
with design students. Photograph 
by Lead Graffiti.

(Bottom) Lead Graffiti, By the Nos. 
Lockup. Photograph by  
Lead Graffiti.
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became abstract and separate from images, humans began to utilize 
the expressive power of each. The methods to create and print the 
images have evolved over time, but the human desire to communi-
cate, and to do so beautifully, has remained constant. 

Ornaments
Metal-flowers were the first ornaments used in printed books to be 
set at the head of the first page and the tail of the last page…13 We 
can use these “ivy leaves” or “flowers” properly, only by remem-
bering that typographic ornament must harmonize in line and treat-
ment with its accompanying letter-press…Before making a choice 
of “flowers,” it is a good plan to study the specimen-books of Cas-
lon, Fry, Fournier, Didot, and Bodoni, which will reveal many good 
designs and give hints for employing what might otherwise seem 
useless material.14

Printers’ ornaments have gone in out of favor in typography, 
just as ornament has in architecture and art. For example, writing in 
the 1920s, printer and historian Daniel Berkeley Updike had a fond-
ness for it,15 but poet and typographer Robert Bringhurst, writing in 
1996, seemed to prefer ornaments not be used at all.16 Contemporary 
artists and printers use ornaments constructively for image-making. 
However, embracing ornaments doesn’t have to be a denial of mod-
ernism. Like architect Louis Sullivan’s ornamentation, clean lines 
can form their underlying structure.17

 
Woodcuts
Woodcuts existed before moveable type. The earliest dated wood-
cut is the Diamond Sutra, a printed book with both text and image. 
It is a Buddhist text, written in Chinese, and dated ad 868.18 And in 
the West, “Among the first surviving records of European wood-
block printing is a fragment of a block depicting a Crucifixion. This 
block (…) has been dated about 1380, and since it is too large for the 
paper produced at that time, was probably intended for printing on 
cloth.”19 The fragment is carved on both sides, and includes carved 
uncial letters as well. 

Woodcuts are created by cutting on the cross grain of the wood. 
The wood grain is visually present as one of its main characteristics. 
The cutting tools, called gouges, are various kinds of sharp knives, v- 
or u-shaped. Gouges can cut away parts of the wood, leaving only 
the raised portions to print. The wood typically employed is pine 

(Top far left) Stacey Stern, 
‘Typeface’ Poster for Chicago 
Premier. Digitally designed 
and printed with polymer 
plates. A limited edition 
was printed on test prints 
printed at the Hamilton 
Wood Type Museum with 
wood type made by them. 
Created for the Chicago 
premiere screening of 
‘Typeface’ a documentary 
on the Wood Type Museum. 

“I like to marry…the digital 
realm of the twenty-first 
century and the nineteenth 
century printing era.” 2010. 
(12 ½" x 19".) Photograph by 
Kimberly Postma.

(Top left) Stacey Stern, 
‘Typeface’ Poster for Chicago 
Premier. Digitally designed 
and printed with polymer 
plates. 2010. (12 ½" x 19".) 
Photograph by Kimberly 
Postma. 

(Bottom far left) Scott Fisk, 
This Way. Hand set wood 
and metal type. 2012. (21" x 
9 ½".) Photograph by  
Scott Fisk. 

(Bottom left) Tracy Honn, 
Silver Buckle Press, IO (II). 
Van Lanen and Van Lanen 
Streamer wood type printed 
on Somerset. “It’s thrill-
ing to get to work with a 
twenty-first century wood 
type…Matthew Carter is 
interested in the ways his 
Van Lanen types can be 
manipulated on press to 
produce visual surprises…I 
composed forms I could 
print, work and turn, shift 
and overprint to create pat-
terns exploiting the Latin 
type design…” 2011.  
(12 ½" x 7 ½".) 
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chapter six  Contemporary Processes Once you have become familiar with the fundamentals and 
traditional practices of letterpress, you can venture into con-

temporary processes and experimental techniques. These processes 
and techniques are not just meant to show how you can break the 
rules, and have fun doing so, but also they prompt further explo-
ration. They tap into non-linear thought processes and appeal to 
painters and others coming from less rigidly structured disciplines. 
The goal is to keep letterpress vital and in the world today.

Some of these processes have been practiced in printmaking 
since the 1950s and earlier. 

In the late 1940s and 1950s, interest in the use of color in 
the relief print increased…In France, Pablo Picasso (1881-
1973) was responsible for another major innovation in 
the 1950s. Using one block for multicolor linocuts, he was 
probably the first person to devise a reduction method: 
cutting and printing each color from one block until only 
the last color portion remains on the block…”1

These processes are contemporary because even though they have 
their base in printmaking, some are currently widely practiced in 
combination with traditional letterpress techniques. Others are just 
catching hold in letterpress, and have yet to become widespread. 
Innovation comes when the aesthetics and processes from one me-
dium cross to another. We urge our students to connect typography 
and imagery with their own creative exploration, to result in new 
and exciting combinations.

These processes are all based on the principles of relief printing 
and a type-high matrix. A matrix is a plate used in printing; more 
generally, it is a supporting structure.2 3 An experimental matrix is 
a matrix created using non-traditional techniques. Some of these 
techniques are used in printmaking for collagraphs. “A collagraph 
is a print made from a collage of various materials glued together 
on a cardboard, metal, or hardboard plate. Plastic, such as Lucite or 
Plexiglas, can also be used as a support for the glued materials.”4 

One reason to create an experimental matrix is to achieve effects 
not possible or as easily achieved by traditional means. It is often 
also less expensive, and it offers an excellent opportunity to explore.

To give our students a place to start, we made some bases out of 
plexi mounted on wood. These are just under .918" (type high) and 
can be used for any of the processes calling for a blank matrix. This 
way, when found objects or other material are added on top, the 
total height will add up to .918" and no higher. Forms higher than 
.918" will damage the press. To measure the height of your matrix, 

(Left) Carl Middleton,  
Fax it to Me…Printed 
from wood type, a 7" vinyl 
record, and a floppy disc 
case, to pay homage to 
some of these historic and 
contemporary methods of 
communication. 2011.  
(17" x 12".) Photograph by  
Carl Middleton.
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chapter seven  Creating a Concept Much as a painter might stare at a blank canvas, hesitant to 
put the first mark upon it, a letterpress student can easily 

become overwhelmed by the multitude of typefaces in a letterpress 
studio. Too many possibilities can result in inactivity, waiting for 
the best choice to reveal itself. 

Mistakenly, they think that only one typeface can be the “correct” 
one. In other instances, the student’s own desires betray their efforts. 
They want their solution to an assignment to be superior, and revise 
a preliminary idea repeatedly, hoping each iteration will be their  
magnum opus.

The opposite also occurs. Armed with rudimentary knowledge 
of how to set type and operate a press, the urge to “get printing” 
overtakes them. “What” gets printed is hardly important—“how 
well” it is printed, is considered even less.

Balancing these learning approaches is a tenuous act for an in-
structor, but a critical one. It should be addressed in the first weeks, 
since it sets the tone for the entire semester. And because the Type 
Shop is a communal space, this range of temperaments must be 
accommodated by the students as well. Fostering an environment 
where all feel comfortable and respect each other’s individualities is 
the first step. The second is to establish a standard of performance 
that must be met, no matter what a student’s disposition might be. 
By modeling an attitude of personal interest in each student, the 
instructor can introduce such a milieu.

The students’ return to class after the first assignment is given 
out is a prime occasion to further develop this. It is also the start 
of numerous conversations, both group and individual, that will 
shape the process of critically and imaginatively developing pos-
sible conceptual solutions to the assignment.

Sources of Inspiration
As I sit with each student, and listen to their initial description of 
what the project objective prompted them to think about, I look for 
clues. What are they interested in? Did they draw from their per-
sonal life for a possible direction? Have they kept a journal of per-
sonal writing or a sketchbook of images? Is their cultural heritage a 
significant motivator for them? Could content in any of their other 
classes provide stimulus? Are they responding to current events or 
social phenomena influencing their world? 

(Left) John Risseeuw, 
For Luis and Domingos. 
Letterpress, woodcut, 
polymer relief on paper 
made from the clothing of 
Mozambican mine victims 
mixed with traditional 
African fibers and the  
shredded currencies of 
mine-producing  
countries. 2004. (13" x  
16 ½".) Photograph by  
John Risseeuw.




