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INTRODUCTION

There are three types of printmaking – planographic, relief and intaglio. Gel printing is a type of planographic printing. This means that a print is taken from the inked flat surface of the gel plate rather than the raised surface left by removing part of the printing block (relief printing) or an incised mark in a plate which is inked into and printed from (intaglio printing). Other examples of planographic printing are screen printing and lithography.
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Print created with mark-making tools detail.



Gel printing is also a form of monoprinting. Each unique inking of the plate produces a standalone image. Although with careful planning, use of stencils and registration a limited edition could be produced, the gel plate is generally used to create spontaneous one-off images of one or more layers.

The prints produced on a gel plate can exist as artworks in their own right or be used as a medium, for example as collage papers to make new artwork from.

Exploring colour, layers and texture is facilitated well by gel plate printing. The speed at which you can produce works means that you can build up a library of reference very quickly, cover a canvas or rapidly produce your own printed papers for collage, journalling, mixed media or card-making.

There are many ways of producing an image with a gel plate and as a relatively new form of monoprinting plate, new techniques are being created all the time. You can ink a plate, make marks into it and print it, or paint the plate surface and print it. You can ink the plate and use stencils and masks to put shapes and patterns down or mask areas for new colour layers. Image transfer from printed media and laser prints of your own artwork is possible with the polymer gel plate. Combinations of these techniques and others produce vibrant and interesting layered images.

Gel printing is rapidly becoming a go-to technique for artists and hobbyists alike. Because there is no need for a printing press the equipment is quite affordable, easily stored, portable, yields quick, achievable prints and can be set up very quickly when inspiration strikes.

This book contains the information you need to get started with gel printing, explaining different techniques with exercises and suggestions to experiment with. I hope you enjoy exploring how to print with your gel plate.


USING THIS BOOK

Firstly some brief notes on working with this book, designed as a step-by-step guide to using your gel plate set out in sequential bite-sized sections.

Chapters 1 and 2 set up the fundamentals of gel printing with sections on equipment, set-up and materials, clean-up, inking and taking a print. These are the essentials of gel printing and the basis for knowing how to use your plate so you can then start exploring different techniques.

The subsequent Chapters 3–8 look at the various techniques possible with the gel plate. Each technique chapter contains an introduction and exercises for you to experiment with. There is a list of what you will need at the beginning of each one so you can gather it together before you start. Each exercise has suggestions at the end for exploring the technique further, so you can build up a set of unique personal prints and reference materials. There are several exercises in each chapter; however, as they are intended for inspiration it is not necessary to complete them all before moving on to the next chapter.

The technique chapters are also there for inspiration and information. Some people will be drawn to one method over another, may be using a plate that the technique is not suited to or may not have the materials required, so it is not necessary to try each one featured in the book. However, trying most or all the techniques will give you a better idea of how you might most enjoy using your gel plate.

At each stage you will need to make your own choices such as colours of ink, how it is rolled out, how you register an image or layer, but each element will have been explained and it is then a question of how to make your prints personal. So, the technique exercise will say roll out an ink colour of your choice, the inking section of the book explains different variations of inking and you then choose your ink colour and method of application to do the exercise. Then when printing, the registration section of the book explains different options and you choose how to register the print layer on the paper.

The first choice you will need to make is what type of gel plate you are going to use. Your selected gel plate will change your printing set-up slightly so to make an informed choice of plate, look at the table opposite to help you choose the one that is right for you. Then we will look at the printing set-up for each type of plate.
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Transferring ink into a palette.
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Rolling out ink on the gel plate.
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Pulling the print from the gel plate.




THE PROS AND CONS OF GELATINE AND POLYMER PLATES COMPARED









	Gelatine plate

	Polymer plate






	If the printing surface is damaged, the plate can be melted and solidified to give a fresh surface.

	If the plate surface is damaged, the damage will be permanent and stay in the surface. This can transfer to subsequent prints.




	Gelatine plates can melt in hot weather.

	Polymer plates do not melt in hot weather.




	More open time when making a print due to the water in the plate keeping the ink wetter. However, prints can take a while to dry as the plate is made with and holds water, making the print wetter than polymer plate prints.

	No water in the plate means less open time when making a print, however prints dry more quickly because of this. Print or art mediums can be added to acrylic paint to make an ink with longer open time if needed.




	Gelatine plates contain animal products and are not vegetarian or vegan.

	Polymer plates contain no animal products and can be used by vegans and vegetarians.




	Gelatine plates can be made any size or shape you have a container for.

	Polymer plates come in fixed sizes and shapes determined by the manufacturer, though a wide range is available.




	Gelatine plates can be wiped gently with a damp cloth or a baby wipe to clean the surface but will disintegrate if washed under a tap or immersed in water.

	Polymer plates can be wiped gently with a damp cloth/sponge or baby wipe to clean the surface. They can also be washed/immersed in cold water and will not disintegrate. Note: do not use hot water as this can damage the plate.




	Use a sponge roller to ink the gelatine plate so you do not drag and damage the delicate plate surface.

	Use a rubber roller to ink the polymer plate. A sponge roller can be used and may give a textured effect.




	Can be cheaper to buy and make your own multiple gelatine plates especially if using with a group, for large sizes or a bespoke shape. If only making one plate, buying the ingredients can be a similar price to a polymer plate.

	Initial investment for polymer plate can be slightly more expensive than multiple gelatine plates, but similar to the price of one gelatine plate’s worth of materials. With good care and maintenance, they can last for many years. Only manufacturers’ shapes/sizes available but there is quite a wide range.




	Gelatine plates are generally softer with more give in the surface. They can be damaged quite easily as the plate can be brittle, even though soft and jelly-like. Using on a support such as Perspex will give the plate more protection.

	Polymer plates are firmer and the surface has less give. They are less easily damaged, but any damage will be permanent. Using a support like Perspex will give the plate more protection.




	Some gel printing techniques such as image transfer do not work on gelatine plates, but they are good for most techniques, for example printing from nature and using stencils and masks.

	All gel printing techniques are possible on the polymer plates.




	Gelatine plates are damaged with heat so do not use heat tools or hairdryers on them and keep away from other heat sources, such as radiators.

	Polymer plates are damaged with heat so do not use heat tools and hairdryers on them and keep away from other heat sources, such as radiators.









CHAPTER 1

EQUIPMENT AND SET-UP

Once you have chosen your plate type, you need to set up a printing space with everything you need to hand.

You will need a covered table to work on and space for prints to dry, a gel plate and sheet of Perspex or similar to put it on, paper, ink, ink applicator and paint palette to put ink into and mix colours in, a roller and cleaning materials for the plate after printing.
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Gel plate held up to the light with some ink on after printing.



TABLE TOP SET-UP

For a gel printing session, you will need a surface to work on. A kitchen or dining table is ideal, covered in newspaper or a waterproof tablecloth in case of spillages. Once you start, you will soon accumulate some prints – the process can be quite quick so you will need room to spread out your work to dry on the table. Alternatively, a makeshift print-drying rack made of a piece of string tied between two anchor points like chairs, with some pegs to hold the prints, can be useful.

Each type of gel plate will need a slightly different set-up, detailed as follows.

SET-UP FOR A POLYMER PLATE

First you will need a polymer plate. Polymer plates are mainly made in America so are generally sold using imperial measures for their sizes. Polymer plates come in circles (4in up to 8in) squares (5in up to 12in) and rectangles (3in × 5in up to 18in × 24in) currently. There is also a new mini plate range available from some manufacturers with extra shapes of hexagon, triangle and oval in addition to the square, round and rectangle, with new shapes being added frequently. Whilst the mini plates are fun, some techniques are difficult to experiment with and learn on a small surface area. So, a small/medium plate is ideal to start out with as it is easier and lighter to manipulate, with a surface area big enough to try techniques out on. A 5in or 6in square or a 5in × 7in rectangle is brilliant to begin with. We will use a 5in square plate in this book.

Next you will need something to put the plate on, as the polymer plates are quite floppy with no support. A sheet of 3mm thick Perspex is ideal to keep your plate on and makes it easier to work with. Using transparent Perspex means you can turn the plate over and use it like a stamp and also register or line up your prints by eye.
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Equipment for a polymer plate.




[image: image]


Polymer gel plates on clear Perspex – three mini plates, a 5in plate and a 6in plate.



Putting the gel plate onto the Perspex and removing air bubbles

First peel off the protective plastic sheet from each side of the plate. Then position the gel plate where you want it on the Perspex and allow it to settle. Some bubbles will be visible between the plate and the Perspex.

Next, peel back a section of the plate to where the bubbles are. When the peeled-back section of plate reaches the bubble, the bubble ‘joins’ that section of plate. Here we will peel back to remove the bubble directly under the fingers in the image.

Then lower the plate back down slowly till that section is flat on the Perspex with no visible bubbles underneath. Note the bubble that was under the fingers is gone.

Repeat the process for the whole plate until there are no bubbles left (sometimes tiny bubbles 1–2mm in diameter are left – that is fine but anything larger is best removed). You are now ready to print with your plate. When not in use you can also store the plate on the Perspex with a sheet of acetate (or the protective plastic it comes with) on the plate surface to protect it. Position the acetate on the plate, then peel back the acetate and slowly lower back down till there are no air bubbles, in the same way as described for the plate on the Perspex above. Air bubbles trapped on the printing surface of the plate can temporarily alter the plate surface and can transfer into the printed image, so this is important. However, again tiny bubbles 1–2mm in diameter can be disregarded.
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Gel plate placed on Perspex with bubbles visible.
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Lowering the plate back down onto the Perspex.
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Peeling back the gel plate to remove air bubbles.
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Gel plate on the Perspex with no visible air bubbles.



Paper

A supply of paper for the prints will also be needed. Generally speaking, a smooth white paper or lightweight card is ideal for gel printing. It will pick up all the texture and detail in a print. Some people use 80gsm photocopier paper as it is smooth, white and readily available. However, it can sometimes crease or rip if there is not much ink left on the plate and you need to pull firmly, so a slightly heavier weight (120–180gsm) smooth paper/light card is ideal. We will use A4 paper unless stated otherwise.

Conversely, using textured and different coloured paper can produce interesting effects. A cartridge paper with some surface texture or ‘tooth’ can disrupt the image slightly, which could be interesting as the print sits on the top surface of the paper. Using different colours of paper can add a layer of colour into the print without printing that colour. It can also be used in the way an artist uses a coloured ground to paint on and leaves some of the ground visible. Using a mid-tone colour paper with a lighter- and a darker-colour ink to print areas adds light and shade and can give depth. Printing on to different-coloured paper can also alter the appearance of ink colour. In addition, a black cartridge paper is great for printing in white, light colours or metallic inks to really give contrast and let the metallics shine and the light colours stand out.

Tissue paper can be printed on to add as a layer in collage and mixed media works. It can also be used as personalised wrapping paper. When tissue paper gets wet it can be fragile, so investing in wet strength tissue paper which is more stable when wet can be worth it especially if you need to re-wet it to glue it back down, for example in collage.

Photocopier paper or newsprint paper can be used for quick temporary stencils or masks. They can tear if wet or if used on a thin layer of ink but are good as a one-off. Sometimes if they get coated in ink and left to dry, they last longer and you can reuse them. However, if you need to use a stencil repeatedly it can be cut from a plastic paper like Tyvek or Yupo for longevity and easy cleaning. We will look at stencils and masks in Chapter 3.
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Scrap paper used to remove ink from the plate.



Using scrap paper to take ink from the plate and roller after printing can cut down on cleaning time and produce unplanned, interesting colour and texture combinations.

Ink

You will also need some ink in several colours. This can be neat acrylic paint or acrylic paint mixed with a print or art medium to extend the open time (how long the ink stays wet). We will look at ink types in more depth in Chapter 2.

Ink applicator and palette

You will need an applicator if you are using an ink you have made up yourself and applying it from the container. A wooden lollipop stick is ideal for this, or you could use a plastic palette knife. A

Roller









Cleaning materials


SET-UP FOR A GELATINE PLATE
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