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INTRODUCTION

L inseed oil, wood flour, limestone, natural rosin, jute; these are the main ingredients that make up the wondrous substance that is traditional lino. Originally intended as flooring, the lino we use now as an artist printmaker’s material is a far cry from the crumbling old stuff that was so often ripped up in house renovations. Nowadays, even lino flooring is having a revival due to its supreme environmental credentials.
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Before artists used lino as a relief matrix, they were carving wood or engraving metal to generate relief surfaces. Lino offered something far softer and cheaper, thus it completely changed the way artists approached relief print. Lino printing was explored most publicly by Matisse and Picasso in the mid 1900s. Picasso revolutionised how lino could be used, in particular the development of the complex reduction lino method. He also continually challenged the medium’s capabilities, using sandpaper, graters and other non-traditional tools to carve away marks. Picasso and Matisse’s genius in graphic composition and colour work lent itself to creating sublime traditional relief linocuts. This opened the door to many more artists developing lino as an artistic expressive medium.

In the contemporary arts arena, lino has always been seen as a great introductory medium into print. It is accessible, instant, affordable and can be printed without a press. This opens up a wealth of opportunity for artists of many levels of experience to create dynamic and expressive prints. However, lino need not just be for relief printing. It can also be utilised for lithography, intaglio, mokuhanga, photo techniques and integrated as part of a wider artistic experience in a contemporary arts scene. Lino as relief is often seen as a means to generate multiples, or an edition, and if we can break this very limiting approach, we can actually really begin to explore the potentials of this beautiful medium.

In this book we will briefly look at the basics of lino as relief, but more importantly, we will explore in depth the potentials of lino beyond relief. This offers the creative abundant expressive possibilities and complexities that are more reflective of a diverse range of languages and stories present in our society. It is fundamentally crucial that if we are to engage in the processes explored in this book, we release ourselves from the shackles of the multiple. This book will guide you through approaching lino as a medium to produce unique works, using techniques that are contemporary, groundbreaking and dynamic. It will help guide and support you through every step of breaking all the rules you associated with lino.



CHAPTER 1 LINO AS RELIEF

P rinting a linocut as a relief print is incredibly easy. The principles of how it works and what is happening are beautifully and wonderfully logical. Of course, it has its complexities and skill set associated with it that produces some amazingly dynamic results, but the base principle of lino as relief is easily digestible. This does not take away from the fact that it does require practice, both to develop tool use and a unique language of expression. But it is one of the most accessible printing forms available to artists. This chapter will give you a whirlwind tour of the base principles of lino as relief. It will pass on enough information for you to be able to develop the language and skill set independently with confidence. After this chapter, we break into new ground in lino printing…
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LINO AS RELIEF

Lino carving developed after carving and printing from wood, metal and stone (the latter for example used by Inuit artists in Northern Canada). The lino recipe was developed in the 1800s for flooring and yet it quickly began to be used as a softer and more affordable carving alternative to wood or metal. The tools and facilities to print lino can be set up with ease at home and you can achieve some wondrous complex layered prints by applying the base knowledge and building upon it. It works beautifully in colour or monochrome, and much of the skill set of lino carvers comes from tool use and colour selection. Both of these come with practice, as with all new skills, and in fact the hardest thing to do with relief lino is to break the traditional aesthetic and rules we all associate with it. It can risk becoming very rigid and predictable if artists do not question what the lino can offer them or shake up the approach to mark making.
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Lino as relief, intaglio, litho or hybrid offers so much expression.



Once you feel confident in tool use, printing and generating a linocut print, it should be all about how one can break the rules that lino is standardly approached with. Start to question the fundamentals of the art form: do you need to create a multiple? Does it matter that it is in reverse? How can we avoid static, unimpressive drawings? Are there ways to avoid the dreaded tracing paper and planning out of imagery? Can we keep lino fresh, alive and dynamic?
 
This chapter will guide you through the four main approaches to generating a linocut print: single colour, reduction, multi-plate and jigsaw. Within this we will also look at tool use, how to improve tool control, alternative tools, printing methods and registration. It will cover pretty much all you need in a very concise and clear way to allow you to move on to the following chapters in this book with knowledge of tools and of the feel of the lino substrate itself. We will be printing in this chapter with oil-based inks, which is the same for the majority of the book. This is fundamental for certain approaches to lino in subsequent chapters, but the use of oil-based inks more generally as opposed to water-based relief inks is a topic I am passionate about. Only Chapter 5 on printing in the style of mokuhanga requires the use of specific water-based inks. There is a lot of information in my book Ecological Printmaking (Crowood Press, 2025) about oil-based inks, but for now, they offer colour strength like no other, a long working time, dynamic approaches to texture and viscosity and a stronger ecological footprint. We clean them up with oil and a cotton rag, no solvents at all. For lino relief, you can use the inks you prefer, but it is vital that in other chapters oil-based inks are used.
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Oil-based inks offer a colour richness and sheen unlike others.



Working with the ecological thread, I only ever work with the traditional grey, jute-backed lino. In fact, it is essential that this is the lino used in certain methods in this book because other rubber-based ‘lino’ will not work. The traditional lino derives from flooring and is an absolute wonder. It is compostable, biodegradable and a carbon-positive product from harvest of the flax to the delivery to your door. Quite phenomenal really. But please don’t be put off by the horrible old smelly, stiff stuff that was at the back of the school cupboard. This is lino that has gone off. Being a natural product, it has a shelf life for suitability for printmaking and will harden over time, which of course makes it an indestructible flooring material. However, for printmaking, you need to use the freshest lino you can get, as it will be easier to work with. I tend to order large amounts and any lino I am not using, I store wrapped up in a dark place, like under the bed or a plan chest drawer. With little air or light exposure, it stays soft and pliable for about a year before I begin to notice the hardening-off effect.

THE LOWDOWN ON LINOCUT

When treating lino for linocut, you are carving away areas of the surface. When the lino is rolled up with ink, the areas that are carved away do not receive ink, thus they will not print. If printing on white paper with black ink, this entails the carved areas remaining the paper colour, white, and the non-carved areas receiving ink and printing black. You are in essence carving the negative line. You are also carving in reverse, or the mirror image. All of which should be taken a little into consideration when making a linocut, but in many ways all the tracing, planning and trying to control the process can become a bit ‘controlling’. It is always fun to just get used to lino and the tools ahead of planning things too much. The use of the traditional tools improves with practice and they come in a variety of shapes and sizes to suit your needs. If you are going to do a lot of linocutting, it is essential that you find a tool that suits your style of cutting and your hand. Many artists choose to mix and match brands to make sure they have the correct tool for the job.

Traditional lino carving tools are the mainstay for most artists. Good-quality ones can be sharpened and will last a lifetime if looked after well. However, many lino artists also choose to use alternative tools to make their mark, such as a hand-held engraver (also known as a Dremel), graters, files, sandpaper and much more. Many interesting marks can be made by thinking outside of the box regarding tools. The printing of some of these marks will mean changing the inking levels and pressure to get the best results. It is not always just as simple as slapping a load of ink on. The fineness with linocut comes from the ability to tweak everything at your disposal, from the mark in the lino right through to the pressure used to print. We will be looking at all these nuances in Chapter 2. But, one must start somewhere, so let us begin with a classic, traditional monochrome linocut project.
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Traditional lino cutting tools should be looked after well to last years.
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Traditional lino carving marks have a range of expressive outcomes.
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Hand-held engravers make interesting dynamic and energetic marks.
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Unusual tools can make some beautiful unconventional marks.
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Sandpaper and files can be used to make scratching marks.
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Think outside of the box when selecting potential tools.




MONOCHROME LINOCUT: PATTERN

Here, we will literally be covering the surface of lino with any form of pattern and shape that allows you to test your tools. It will give you the freedom to play, to learn about inking and to hand print. As we are hand printing, the lighter weight the better with regards to paper. Japanese washi papers work like a dream, up to around 80gsm. You can hand print other papers – it just needs more effort. The smooth side of the washi paper is technically the correct printing side.

Materials

• One piece of A5 traditional lino

• Lino carving tools

• Black oil-based printing ink

• Printmaking roller

• Area to ink up, such as a piece of plastic or glass

• Wooden spoon

• Japanese paper between 30–45gms, for example Tosa washi
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The materials for a basic monochrome lino cut are concise and limited.
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Cutting away from yourself, carve patterns with the traditional tools.
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Keep the angle of cutting to about 30 degrees to ensure control.
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Roll out and apply ink. You want a soft hiss and a nice gloss.
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Print onto paper, applying pressure to the back with the spoon or baren.
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The impression shows contrasts and rich blacks. Note the mirror image.




CLEANING UP

Cleaning the lino and printing area is very easy with oil-based inks. Using simple vegetable oil and cotton rags, it is non-toxic, splash free and quick.
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Use a palette knife to scrape up waste ink and bin in a paper scrap.
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Pour vegetable oil on the surface and distribute with the roller.
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Use a dirty rag to clean up the worst of the ink on surface and roller.




[image: image]


Always clean the edge of the rollers where oil and ink gather.
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After cleaning, finish with a clean rag and soapy water to degrease.




INKING TIPS

If you are after a large area of uninterrupted colour, this is known as a ‘flat’. These flat areas can be tricky to hand print; it is about finding the sweet spot between ink levels, paper weight and pressure. Generally speaking, the thicker the ink, the richer and thicker the impression. However, if you have an especially detailed linocut, slopping on a thick layer of black ink will mean that it infills the little marks and you lose a lot of detail and clarity. So that would be best with a thinner ink on the surface. If you have a very bold linocut, you can probably get away with a thicker ink level to achieve the rich flats.

Likewise, if you have a thicker level of ink, less pressure will be required to print it. A thinner layer of ink means a little more pressure will be needed, but you have more control over the amount of pressure you apply in different areas. Thinner paper requires less pressure to print the flats; thicker paper more. It really is a balance of all three and most importantly looking at and reading the marks on your lino matrix. Respond to that and then ask yourself what effect you want on the impression. You can then adjust the variables accordingly.

CARVING TIPS

From the first piece, you will have had a play with all manner of patterns. There are a few tips to produce certain cutting forms that are worth highlighting. Carving stripes is a brilliant way to warm up hands and improve tool control. Work with a small ‘U’-shaped profile tool to generate parallel stripes in the lino. Try to go as close as you can next to the previous stripe and keep the tool as controlled and wobble-free as possible. You will notice if you are able to keep the tool at a consistent speed, angle and depth, the stripe will be controlled and even. If you change the cutting angle or speed, the stripe will be uneven and crude. Practice and more practice!

Carving spots is the next one. Spots are very addictive to carve and work great as a pattern element in a piece. The size of the spot depends on the width of the carving blade. You will need to use a ‘U’-profile tool. Hold the tool at a steep angle and use it to ‘bite’ into the lino. Rotate the lino (or your wrist if the lino is large scale) as you bring the tool angle down, all the way to be level with the lino. This carves a little spot and creates a cone-shaped piece of lino that pops out.

Creating a fine, positive outline to something is tricky in lino and requires a bit of practice. Every artist seems to have a different approach, but in theory the principles seem to be the same. A carved or demarcated edge needs to be generated following the outline to which you then carve up to, removing lino, thus creating a defined edge. I use a linocutting knife to create this sharp edge because I find it allows incredible detail and moves well through curved marks. I have seen others use a fine ‘V’ tool to do similar, or even a scalpel.

Removing noise in lino carving is a useful thing to know how to do. ‘Noise’ is the unwanted ridges or bits that pick up ink in non-image areas. For instance, if you are carving away a circle, wanting the circle to be pure white and the background black, but the ridges between removal strokes keep picking up with ink and printing. This is noise. And annoying. The first thing to do is to make the carving as good as possible to get the best chance. This comes down to the correct tool for the job. A wide, flat profile tool will make quick work of large areas of lino removal and allow you to go back, flatten off and remove any further ridges. The more closed the ‘U’ profile, the more chances of creating lots of ridges that pick up ink. You can get a range of sizes of flatter ‘U’-profile tools that are useful.
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Creating stripes is about tool control, rhythm and depth of carve.
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Engage the tool edge at a steep angle into the lino.




[image: image]


Keeping the tool at a steep angle, rotate lino to create a spot outline.
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As you rotate more, lower the tool angle to eventually lift out the spot.
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Using a knife, create an edge to your shape – just scoring the surface.
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Note the steep cutting angle, like a cliff edge away from your shape.
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Using a shallow ‘U’ tool, gently carve up to the score line, removing lino.
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Removing areas against solid lino, you can be bolder with your tool.
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A wide, flat, ‘U’-shaped tool is great to remove ridges in large areas.



There is a temptation to go really deep in carving to make sure all noise is carved away, but sometimes this risks weakening the structure of the lino matrix and can cause problems. Once you have removed as much as you feel necessary and got a nice flat non-image area, test the inking. If it is still picking up noise, you have a few options available. After inking, use a rag to wipe off the ink on unwanted areas prior to taking an impression. The other option is to create a paper mask made from lightweight newsprint or similar that sits in the non-image area after inking, to prevent ink transfer to your impression. This will only work for larger, more bold shapes. You can also cut away the lino itself, to make a hole, but as we said, this could risk damaging the integrity of the plate. For unique prints, I use the rag option; for multiples I use a paper mask because I want to make sure I keep the shape of the original matrix of the lino intact to enable registration.
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The ridges between carved marks can sometimes print.
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A paper mask used after inking, prior to printing, to prevent transfer.




[image: image]


A rag can be used to wipe away any unwanted ink prior to printing.
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The texture of carving can be used to accentuate areas of a print.



DRAWING TRANSFER METHODS

The perennial question from many new students is how to transfer an image to the lino. My question to you would be why are you transferring the image? Is it necessary to try to use lino as reproduction from another image? Can we not use lino as a means to freely express without the need for reproduction? This is when I lose half the class to a morning break with lots of disgruntled sighs and subtle putting away of iPads (only kidding). The reason these questions are vital to ask is not to say ‘you can’t draw on the lino’ or ‘how dare you plan an image?’. Not at all. It is more to seed an understanding, a series of journeys to unlearn the process of using lino as a means to replicate an image done in another medium. Which I suppose is also a question across the board in print.

Historically, printmaking was of course used as a means to produce imagery in multiples, or to replicate a (for instance) painting for the masses. It was a means to create artworks, text, newspapers and other social images that could be distributed on an affordable and mass scale. Of course, there is a political nature to the multiple and the reproduction element of print to be able to offer a more affordable image of an artwork to more people. Which is pretty cool. However, the emphasis of this book is about how we celebrate printmaking for its uniqueness. How do we make it stand alone and tell the singular story using techniques and generating an aesthetic that is unique to this artform? And so we return to those poignant questions. Why attempt to reproduce a sketch, an iPad image in print? Can we use it as inspiration, but actually change the dynamics of it to work and respond to the print matrix? Let it go on a journey that is less planned and less controlled and responsive to the print itself rather than the photograph or sketch.

And so we look at drawing transfer methods and ways to generate imagery. In many regards, looking around the world to find something that is ‘suitable’ for a linocut is easy. We are surrounded by pattern, bold graphic shapes and forms, colour and so on. To transfer those, you can just draw on the lino with pencil. After carving, I tend to give the lino a light soap and water wash with a rag (not under a tap) ahead of printing to prevent any graphite transfer in the ink. Some people use permanent markers, but I find these sometimes transfer in the oil-based inks, particularly with inks made heavily of transparent base. Further down the chapter when we look at multi-plate and reduction prints, there are a few other methods to generate pre-drawings, but for a single-colour linocut, pencil does a good enough job. Some artists will also stain their lino with a wash of Indian ink or watered-down acrylic paint to make it clearer where they are cutting. If you choose to do this, the lino needs a light sand with wire wool beforehand to allow the water-based media to sit on the surface better.
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Staining lino with watered-down Indian ink can allow you to see carving.
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Indian ink is a great way to generate expressive marks for carving on lino.
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Roll up lightweight scrap paper with layers of thin oil-based ink.
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Place ink side in contact with lino, use various tools to ‘draw’ on the back.
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Use the expressive marks as a guide for dynamic carving.



So, I hear the students ask, what method do you use, Mary? I usually freeform cut onto the surface with an idea in my head, but not planned out, and let it naturally emerge. If I am planning an image, I try a few more dynamic approaches to making drawings on lino that loosen up the design.

I like to paint on the lino directly with a loose Indian ink. This allows me to generate freeform expressive marks which can then be my guide for subsequent layers. I only ever draw the first layer in a complex colour print, use this as a guide and then work dynamically, responding more to the actual print than the pre-designed plan. I do not think I have ever had a plan of action with regards to written-down orders of layers or similar. A light wire wool sand of the lino helps the Indian ink to adhere to the surface better. The Indian ink is also waterproof and tough; it withstands the vigour of cleaning lino multiple times, so you can refer back to the original marks.

The second method I like to use is an ink transfer technique that will crop up quite a few times in this book. In essence, I roll up a piece of paper the size of my lino with a very thin layer of oil-based ink. This takes lots of patience in building up thin layers on the paper. The paper needs to be smooth and lightweight – anything similar to photocopy paper is perfect. This paper can then be placed ink side down facing the lino surface and a variety of tools can be used to draw blind on the back of the paper, thus transferring marks onto the lino surface. The ink can be left to dry on the lino and then used as a guide for carving. It is a great way to loosen up and have less control over the design. It also allows for interpretation of more expressive marks. It is great fun.

THE MIRROR IMAGE

As you will have noted, all your linocut impressions are the mirror image of the carving on the plate. Sometimes this does not matter, other times is really does. There are some transfer methods that allow you to transfer an original drawing onto the lino. We will look at these. It is also good to note that sometimes it really doesn’t matter and that we can get far too carried away with the perfection of replication rather than just going for it. I never reverse an image. I just start with the lino and draw – however I can probably get away with it in my work because it only touches on the representational, and those touches are so gentle and weird that it being in the mirror may benefit them! So, if you are portraying a specific landscape, portrait or letter, here are a few methods of transfer.

Firstly, draw your drawing in actual orientation with a 2B pencil onto tracing paper, then flip it over and put the drawn side in contact with your lino. Using an HB or harder pencil, draw over the 2B drawing lines on the back, thus transferring the pencil marks onto the lino.
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Trace the correct orientation drawing with a 2B pencil.
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Flip tracing paper over and place on line. Use a hard pencil to go over lines.
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The resultant image is a mirror of your actual orientation drawing.



Secondly, scan or trace your drawing so that you have a mirror image and use carbon paper as an interleave between sheets to draw the image onto the lino. You can use the homemade ink transfer paper as described earlier in the book. Traditional carbon paper needs 24 hours to set and stain the lino, after which it stays on the lino during subsequent layers and clean up. Homemade ink transfer paper will also need time to dry or add driers to your ink to speed it up.
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Print your image on mirror setting, use ink transfer paper as interleave. Trace drawing.
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The resultant drawing is already flipped and ready to carve.




WORKING IN COLOUR

Working with coloured printing inks is a joy to behold. The richness of pigmentation and the strength of colour is second to none in oil-based inks. When printing a single-colour linocut, it is as simple as replacing the black ink with a coloured ink and print as the demonstration. If you are mixing colour rather than using it direct from the tube, be aware that printing inks are very rich and strong. For instance, if you wish to mix an orange with a yellow and red, add a tiny drop of red to your yellow base pool. Continue adding tiny drops bit by bit until you reach the desired orange shade. If you were to add the yellow to the red, you would be using a huge amount of ink to get to the same desired tone. It is also worth noting however that certain colours will have more contrast against a white paper backdrop. For instance, it will be more difficult to see contrast in a linocut printed in yellow onto white paper than the same linocut printed in blue.

Coloured inks also have different textures and drying times. For instance, Poppy Red will take an age to dry, whereas Primrose Yellow less so. In this instance it may be worth considering adding driers to your printing inks. These speed up the drying time of the oil-based inks. Because they are heavy-metal based and toxic for humans and the planet, I try to avoid them unless necessary, instead employing a patient print process and give prints lots of time to dry. However, I can appreciate the need for them in certain instances. Driers come as body driers, which are magnesium based, or surface driers, which are cobalt-based. Surface driers dry the top surface of the ink layer first, so this is useful if you are creating a multi-layered linocut and you want to print onto dry ink rather that wet on wet. Cobalt driers will get even a thick layer dry overnight, ready for the next layer. Magnesium driers dry the ink layer at an even pace throughout but take a little more time. For a blob of ink the size of two thumbnails, two drops of driers should suffice. Mix well and they will not affect your colour mix. But do keep an eye on your inks and roll-out surface as they will not stay open (or wet) for as long as inks without driers. You will notice the ink going tacky first, ahead of going completely dry. It is at this point you will need to clean up before ink dries permanently on your equipment.

What colours to have

Printing inks can be initially expensive. However, they do last a long time and sometimes you only need to add a drop of colour to a mix to change it. If you are new to lino and printing, then it is worthwhile investing in a basic range of colours that will get you underway. The more you explore the processes, the more you will find a palette that suits your needs and you will buy more specific colours.

I tend to mix my colours, rather than use straight from the tube, except Primrose Yellow and Poppy Red as these are impossible to mix and I use them a lot in my current practice. However, in my own work I always seem to be mixing a bit of that and a bit of this to get to the colour I need. But when starting out, I would suggest you need the primary colours – red, yellow, blue, black and white. On top of this, an extender (sometimes known as transparent base) is very useful. We will look at this later. Within each of the primaries, you often have different shades of each.
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Add drops of your strong colour to a base colour until the desired tone is achieved.
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Driers are useful additives to speed up drying time, but not essential.




[image: image]


Colour is something to embrace and be bold with!




LINOCUT BLENDS: A CACTUS

In printmaking, a blend is describing a gradient of colours rolled out on the same roller. They can be as simple as two colours blending into one another, or as complex as ten or more. Blends are a useful skill to master for printmaking as it allows the artist to incorporate more than one colour into a singular layer. In this demonstration we will take a single layer linocut of a cactus (although it could be anything you wish) and look at rolling out a blend for hand printing.

Materials

• One piece of A5 (or similar) traditional lino, carved and ready to go

• Four coloured inks of your choice

• Roller, palette knife and roll-out space

• Paper for hand printing

• Wooden spoon
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Mix colours for the blend – here I am working with four.
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Add ink in chosen rhythm on roll-out surface and use roller to blend.
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Top up any areas with more ink if looking thin on the roll-out.
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Apply blend to lino, keeping blend lines in the same position.




[image: image]


Use the edge of the roller to add ink to areas un-inked due to roller width.
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The completed hand-printed work shows new colours made on the blend lines.




COLOUR MIXING TECHNIQUE

Mixing printing colours is a joyous thing. They are tacky, scrumptious and sound wonderful. But there are a few little tips that make your life easier and waste less ink, so let us take a look. Firstly, when mixing a custom colour, remember the reds and blues are very strong. You will only need a dot or two to take a yellow to green or a yellow to orange. In these cases, you need to add your stronger colour, dot by dot, into the base colour and weaker one, rather than the other way around. Take the example of green. Add the blue, dot by dot, into the base pool of yellow until the tone is achieved. If you use the blue as your base pool and add yellow, you will need a huge amount of yellow ink to work with the volume of blue ink and thus you will waste quite a bit. More little dots can be added to ink, but they cannot be taken away. Think on this when mixing inks.

Using a palette or push knife to mix ink is a personal preference. A palette knife is the long, thin one with a rounded end; a push knife is the square-ended one and a filling knife is a more flexible push knife. I always like using push knives to mix ink as it allows one to scrape up all the ink and mix up. A palette knife is used on its side to scrape up ink and the rounded ends are used to push against the ink pool to mix, then scraped up on sides, then mixed. Ink knives are indispensable for printmakers and it is well worth having a good selection of them if you enjoy colour work.

Extender is a transparent printing ink. It is also sometimes known as transparent base. In essence, you tint the extender with your true colour and it will give varying shades of transparency depending on how much neat ink is added. It allows for building up transparent layers which will therefore create colours influenced by the one underneath. It is a very useful medium for colour work, but it can be quite tacky. A drop or two of weak copperplate oil will help to loosen this a little if needed. Extender comes into its own when we look at multi-layered linocuts in the form of reduction or multi block prints, because the multiple layers of colour can be worked either as a solid colour or as a transparent one, giving different effects. Extender can also be used to mix an ink for a single-colour linocut, and it would allow more of the paper colour to influence the finished impression, giving the print a softer look. Extender makes the inks slightly glossier, which can be used to your advantage if playing with matte and gloss layers of ink.
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Stronger inks need to be added dot by dot to the weaker ink pool.
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A push knife is used on the edge, a palette knife used on the end.
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REGISTRATION









Method 1: Eyeball it















Method 2: Registration board









Method 3: Registration pins





















Method 4: Registration guide














Method 5: Tape









MULTI-PLATE AND JIGSAW
















































MULTI-PLATE CACTUS PRINT
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