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F I N E  P R I N T

L etterpress was dying a slow death in 
the 1970s. This was the era when an 
enthusiast could pull up a U-Haul to 

any print shop in town and the owner would 
load his letterpress equipment in for free. 
Perhaps apocryphally, it is said that the bot-
toms of New York’s Hudson and East Rivers 
are lined with metal type—that frustrated 
printers emptied their job cases straight 
into the river, the metal not even worth the 
price of scrap. Even in the 1990s, an Amish 
man working at Boggs Metal & Equipment 
in Newbury, Ohio, told me they’d routinely 
make a bonfire with the surplus oak job cases 
they couldn’t get rid of; he noted that they 
made very good firewood. Like many things 
eagerly gotten rid of in the rush toward the 
new, letterpress equipment has become rarer 
and rarer, but paradoxically, the craft itself has 
seen a resurgence, due to the establishment 
of book arts centres and public access print 
workshops, and the growing desire of many 
to experience the tactile quality letterpress 
imparts in a world of slick, glossy surfaces. 

But obsolescence and revivals don’t nec-
essarily happen in linear fashion. Almost 
nothing truly disappears—vinyl records 
continue to be made, the bicycle holds 
its own against the SUV—and letterpress 
continued during its unnoticed days in the 
basements and garages of hobby printers, 
small, suburban job shops and as a side-
line for larger printers who still had need to 
number and die-cut. Many of these guys 
began their careers as boys with cast-iron 
toy presses and often describe themselves as 
“boy printers” with pride. 

So it’s no surprise that there’s sometimes a 
little friction between these two camps (the 
old guys, life-long pressmen, union guys) 
and the newbies—designers, artists, those 
pejoratively (though amusingly) referred to as 
“press bunnies” (it’s noteworthy that many of 
the new generation of printers are women.) 
And there’s no better area in which to see this 
tension at play than in technical discussions 
about impression. 

Letterpress is a relief technique in which 
inked type is pushed into paper. The degree to 
which the type bites into the sheet is known 
as impression—printing letterpress well is 
the fine balance between depth of impres-
sion and the amount of ink used. Historically, 
printers strove for “kiss” impression—a gentle 

push into the sheet, barely perceptible to the 
eye. Counter-intuitively, this is achieved with 
a hard packing under the tympan (ideally, 
0.40” thick), and practically, it preserves 
metal type from undue wear. It doesn’t how-
ever appear to modern eyes as letterpress, 
which has come to mean for many a deep 
bite into the sheet, a tactile, almost sculptural 
quality imparted by type pushed into paper. 
A sure way to wear out metal type quickly 
that’s certain, but no problem at all if you are 
printing from photopolymer plates. Herein 
lies an endless source of disgruntlement 
expressed on letterpress listservs, about 
the virtues of “real” printing over plastic, of 
subtlety versus show, craftsmanship versus 
art school upstarts. It’s a question of style, 
ultimately, and of approaching the work with 
an eye to its purpose—nobody wants to be 
distracted whilst reading by the impression of 
the page on the reverse side of the sheet.

Someone once commented that as soon as 
technology is no longer commercially viable, 
it’s available for artists to take over, and 
perhaps in doing so, open the field of what 
is both acceptable and possible. In the same 
way that aficionados of vinyl love the hiss 
and pops audible in original recordings, the 
latitude letterpress allows from the lightest 
of kiss impressions to the boldest of punches 
into a sheet is evidence that a press of one’s 
own is truly one of life’s greatest freedoms. 
Even the most accomplished of typographer/
printers vary wildly in their presswork— 
Gabriel Rummonds comments on Giovanni 
Mardersteig’s impressive kiss and Victor 
Hammer’s deep bite. When the relationship 
between ink and impression is right, it’s not 
depth or shallowness that matters, but the 
whole of the page —its colour, weight, the 
light and sparkle that is the true mark of the 
well-printed page.

The pressman must 
take what type and 
stock is given him, 
and use ink suitable 
to both. With this 
handicap against 
him, he is supposed to 
produce perfect work. 
This is where his 
knowledge and skill 
count, for his troubles 
are legion. 
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