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A graphic arts training program has asked if we could poll the membership about the viability of 
teaching letterpress technology to today’s printing students.  

Traditionally our graphic arts program has been the print processes of screen, litho, and 
flexo.  However, with changes in our curriculum we are moving to include wide format inkjet, web 
and social media. Some administrators proposed that we eliminate an older letterpress from our 
program because it sends a message of being "outdated." While we currently use the press for 
embossing, we plan to include die cutting and possibly foil stamping as well.  Die cutting is also 
done on our laser cutter so alternative methods are available for that aspect of specialty printing. 

My question is, does the use of the letterpress have a place in a current graphic communications 
program? 

 
 
 
FROM ILLINOIS MEMBERS: 
 
 
Other than die cutting and embossing, It is old and doesn't need to be taught. 
But Gutenberg is our history and it deserves a mention. 
 
 
 
I don’t think any of those old methods need to be taught to today’s printing students. I’m not 
saying it isn’t good to talk about the old methods but it shouldn’t be taught. 
 
I’m glad to see curriculums are changing, it is important to stay current with what’s being used in 
the marketplace so schools don’t become irrelevant. 
  
I love the old methods of print, but everything has a time and purpose under heaven as the song 
goes. 
 
 
 
I do not believe the letterpress has a place in current graphic communications.  I remember taking 
classes at (my alma mater) asking why they taught us to run a letterpress and set lead back in 
the 80s.  The letter press held an important place in history.  It’s important for the students to 
know that.  Using a letter press for die cutting is more in line with what is taking place now; it also 
shows the students how printing transforms itself over time.  When I taught classes in graphic arts 
I always felt it was important to keep the students current and not waste their time showing them 
the past. 
 
 
 
Absolutely! 
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I think it may be worthwhile as an art class. There are a number of internet based businesses that 
use letterpress for invitations, etc. for example… 
https://www.bellafigura.com/letterpress-wedding-invitations/  
 
 
 
It is our feeling that yes, they should drop letter press as long as die cutting etc. is being done on 
other equipment. 
 
 
 
There are still some using this old technology but very few. I would scrap it, no need to teach it 
however it does build character. 
 
 
 
 
There is certainly still a place for Letterpress embossing, diecutting, & foil stamping.  I think there 
will be for the long term, specifically when producing thousands of a product.  Eventually 
someone will come up with a way to perform these functions digitally, which may eliminate the 
need for using letterpress on the shorter end of things.  There are already options for the very 
short run (<150 or so), but there isn't currently a good solution other than letterpress for 150-
2500. 
 
 
 
 
FROM INDIANA MEMBERS: 
 
It is still viable. We outsource to a letterpress shop every few weeks for die cutting, embossing, 
pattern perfing and it still makes sense for our world – and we are a mostly digital shop. We still 
have clients who request letterpress printing and there seems to be a growing interest in that 
specialty. Don’t kill it off yet! 
 
 
 
 
FROM WISCONSIN MEMBERS: 
 
We use our letterpress daily, ours is converted to die cut for the most part and is an essential tool 
for our shop.  That being said to specifically have a class to use the machine is probably not 
necessary as on the job training or maybe even a program for internship would be a better route 
then offering a class? I don’t see this piece of equipment going away anytime soon for a lot of us 
smaller printers and we will always have a need for such a machine.   
 
 
 
I would use die cutter or foil press instead of letterpress.  Few people print with letterpress 
anymore. 
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Our letterpress department is a big part of our company; we use our letterpress department for 
Foil Stamping, Embossing, Perforating, Scoring and Die cutting along with Letterpress printing. I 
feel the letterpress department is a crucial department for most printers big and small. Almost 
every project that goes through our plant has to go through the letterpress department for some 
type of finishing. The letterpress department is a hands-on craft that must be learned through 
working with different papers and machines. I feel they should keep the machines and keep 
teaching the letterpress methods in the future as we are always looking for machine operators 
with letterpress experience. 
 
I cannot say enough about our letterpress department; it’s a much needed department for us and 
many printers throughout the country. 
 
 
Letterpress is outdated. If a company is using letterpress, it can be taught on-the-job.  
 
It makes perfect sense to include more of the newer/current offerings e.g. digital and wide format. 
If the curriculum had flexibility, an introduction to the principals of Lean Manufacturing techniques 
would be ideal for today’s graphic arts graduates. 
 
 
 
To know the type of press the school has would have helped. The benefit of teaching LP has a 
huge down side with the employment of an instructor and insurances for injury.  I believe the 
mechanics of LP is important as it teaches sharping & stabbing clearances, pressures, required 
temps and surface condition transfers. Lock up of forms is similar to set up of a file to position on 
a sheet. However I am not in favor of using a powered press for instruction. Too much chance of 
smashed fingers and hands. I would find a press that uses a pumping motion or is wired to a low 
voltage SLOWEST circular  motion to do the actual squeezing and transfer cutting this would 
eliminate injury which will happen someday with instructors & students. The actual slow motion 
will prove the set up and output quality for orientation , instructional purposes. The current press 
is probably set up to JOG &  RUN A JOB OFF. This is not necessary today ,  LP refurbished or 
new machinery made by Kluge is re-wired to be safe and locked out before running. Training on 
this type of production must be done in an industry specific environment. 
 
 
 
 
We would agree that the program should focus on modern techniques. Letterpress is not modern. 
 
Skills we look for in a new hire: ability to learn, reliability, comfort with technology, interest in 
graphic communications. Depending on the job, skills operating specific types of equipment: 
Bindery—folder, stitchers, cutters; Press—duplicators, web press, sheetfed press; Mailing—
Inserters, Inkjets; Imaging—Wide format machines, digital equipment, routers. 
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We need always to bear a few things  in mind when discussing this topic – 1.) As an industry, the 
graphic arts industry (form paper production through finished printed product) is the second 
largest employer in the State of Wisconsin and the largest paper producer in the nation; 2.) 
despite the media’s and academia’s claim that “print is dead” print continues to lead the pack in 
return on promotional dollars spent; and 3) print manufacturing (like all manufacturing) offers 
highly skilled and highly paid opportunities technically orientated for those individuals willing to 
learn specifically in the areas of print and die cut (Have you ever see a cereal aisle without a 
brightly printed die cut box?).  Now with that basic understanding let me try to unpack the 
imbedded question. 
 
Does letterpress have a place in a current graphic communication program? Absolutely! Just as 
the idea that “print is dead” is ridiculous so is the notion that letterpress is dead or obsolete as 
well. We don’t pay our pressman generally to put black ink on paper, we compensate them to do 
the difficult jobs that need a critical eye and quality mindset. This is not learned in a textbook, but 
in the real world classroom filled with letterhead presses where people make decisions not 
computers. It is where students come to understand what effect printing on different substrates 
using different inks/coatings have on a finished pieces – they learn the subtleties  of pagination 
and presentation, etc. 
 
Using letterpress in training indicates the industry is “outdated”? in addition to the characteristics I 
put forward above, by teaching letterpress we also have “hands on” teaching about stop switches, 
pinch points, lock-out tag-out, MSDS/GHS etc. – in other words “safety training.” 
 
What skills do we need in a new hire? Fundamentally, we would prefer technically proficient 
experienced employees who have a “passion” to work in our industry with good attendance 
records and able to pass a five panel drug test. Our preference does not generally match 
applicants in terms of experience or in technical proficiency so we invest a lot of time training on 
our own but they have to be “willing to learn.” There is considerable interest and emphasis in 
training to the “new” technology – specifically digital processes, but no digital press can effectively 
produce at the speed or quality that a traditional press can and this also applies to die cutting 
equipment as well. Maybe someday digital technology will be able to match the speed and 
durability of presses and die cutting equipment that does not currently exist at an effective price 
point.    
 
 
 


