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Relief/Letterpress
Printing With The Alexandra Press

Introduction 

W. Notting made the Alexandra Press in the 1860’s. It was 
originally used to print commercial books and/or newspapers.  
The tympan on this press was rebuilt by Harry Rochat Ltd. and 
installed 2012/2013 to allow for the printing of wooden type or 
linocuts by the simple addition of an extra set of packing to raise 
the bed.

General Handling

This press is old and made from cast iron. It must be treated 
with respect and should never be used by anyone who is 
insensitive to its limitations and potential danger. Anyone found 
using the Alexandra press improperly will lose privileges to use 
this equipment. 

The Alexandra needs to be operated with care to avoid the 
trapping of fingers or clothing in the mechanism. 

To slide the bed in under the top platen the handle needs to be 
turned counter-clockwise. 

When sliding the bed into the press it is important that the bed 
is completely under the top platen to prevent the press from 
getting damaged when the pressure is brought down. 

When lowering the platen the handle needs to be pulled, with 
both hands, until it comes in contact with the stop. Then the 
handle needs to be returned to the resting position with both 
hands.

 
NEVER YANK THE HANDLE AND DO NOT RELEASE IT UNTIL IT 
IS IN THE RESTING POSITION.

 
The tympan is a metal frame hinged to the bed, please avoid 
printing on the tympan by ensuring you have placed your paper 
on the bed before lowering. Lower and raise the tympan gently 
when accessing the press bed to avoid the frame from slamming 
down onto the press bed and damaging the hinge.

If in doubt ask the technician for advice or assistance!

Health & Safety
A technician must induct all users 
before using the Alexandra Press.
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Health and Safety
To avoid skin contact with inks and 
solvents wear surgical gloves or 
barrier cream.

Setting up the Press

Letterpress 
To use the Alexandra press for letterpress either the wooden or 
metal chase will need to be used. The wooden chase for this 
press can be adjusted to print A3 and A2.  A wedge system has 
been designed so that the chase can be easily installed and 
removed. The metal chase has a print area slightly smaller than 
A3 and can be simply placed on the centre of the press bed.

Relief 
When printing a linocut the wooden chase will need to be 
removed from the press bed and replaced by the solid piece of 
plywood labelled ‘Linocuts’. 

This board requires ‘’Packing’ needed to get the lino material up 
to the correct height for printing.  

Two sheets of 4-ply mount board and 2 sheets of Stockwell 
cartridge paper need to be placed under the plywood for printing 
Japanese Vinyl. For different types of lino, add or remove the 
cartridge paper as required. 

Letterpress Printing

There are several sets of wooden type that can be used with the 
Alexandra Press.  The type is located in the green drawers and 
must be kept clean and in order at all times.

Due to thier age some of the type is not the same height as 
other sets. You will need to be aware of this when combining 
typefaces as some will print and others may not due to the 
height differences.

Set the type as desired in the chase. Use the edge of a metal 
rule as a straight edge and carefully place it across the top of 
the type form to check for gaps that will indicate height 
differences.

Any type that is lower must be ‘made up’ by applying masking 
tape to the bottom of the wooden type block.

Once the type is chosen and placed into the chase it needs to 
be secured in place.

If you are producing an edition the type should be locked into the 
chase with the use Quoins and Furniture. The quoin is metal 
hardware that expands when turned by a key tool.  When 
expanded it tightens up and secures the type and furniture 
together.

You will need
• Relief Ink + modifiers
• Printing paper
• Suitable sized Brayer
• Newsprint
• Wooden type
• Furniture
• Quoins or magnets
• Straight edge/metal rule
• Masking tape
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Important!!
Always ensure no tools, pens; rulers 
etc. are left on the press bed.

DO NOT TRY TO EMBOSS ON THE 
ALEXANDRA PRESS
This damages the press and the 
type-matter.

Furniture needs to be used in order to fill the gaps around the 
type.  There are several wooden and resin spacers that can used 
to accomplish this. Greyboard strips can also be used to fill 
narrow spaces between the typefaces.  When using spaces 
make sure to leave space for quoins. 
 
An alternative to locking the type up with Quoins is to use 
magnets. These stick directly to the bed of the Alexandra Press 
and will hold the type and furniture in place sufficiently. This is a 
useful way to set type at angles and for experimenting with 
layout, However it is not advised if you are looking for accurate 
registry or produce an edition as the type is able to move during 
inking up.

For more information on locking up type look at the Type And 
Typsetting manual.

Once the type is secured in the chase, it can be inked with care 
directly on the press bed.  Use a scrap sheet of acetate with a 
window cut to size to help protect ink from getting on the press 
bed and tympan.

A Common mistake when learning letterpress printing is to apply 
too much ink. It actually takes very little ink to initially ink up a 
press. Most printing manuals suggest starting with a “glob” of 
ink about the size of a pea, which is suitable for small scale 
work, but may not be sufficient for a large scale print. It is good, 
however to start with too little ink and add until you have enough 
for the task at hand. If your brayer is making a “squish-squish” 
noise when you are rolling it through your ink you definitely have 
too much on your brayer. 

To remedy this, clean off your type and scrape back half the ink 
from the slab. Then roll out with what is left on your brayer and 
try again. The rolled out ink should appear satiny, not puckered 
and produce a gentle hiss when rolled.  This will give you a nice 
even layer to then apply to your type. It will be ready to print 
when the surface is evenly coated, but again, not “puckered”.  
The ink should not appear wet - it should just have an even 
sheen.

Once the type is inked up and placed centrally on the bed of the 
Alexandra Press, place the printing paper on top, then place a 
piece of newsprint on the printing paper.  The newsprint will help 
protect the tympan if any ink leaks through the printing paper. In 
the case of lighter papers if there is not sufficient printing 
pressure an extra sheet of newsprint the size of the chase can 
be added to increase pressure.

NOTE: When adding extra newsprint the pressure handle should 
always be pulled until it comes into contact with the stop with a 
small amount of resistance, do not force it!
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Relief Printing

Attach a piece of acetate to the plywood. Draw out a registration 
sheet on newsprint with your paper size and block size. This will 
allow you accurate print placement and is essential when 
printing multiple colours.

Begin with a small amount of ink and roll it out on the ink slab. 
The rolled out ink should appear satiny, not puckered and 
produce a gentle hiss when rolled.

When inking the block, use two spare pieces of lino as runners 
on either side of the lino. This will help achieve a uniform a 
covering of ink across the whole block. It may take several 
passes of the roller to achieve a good solid print.

Once the plate is inked it is placed centrally on the press bed, 
the printing paper is placed on top of the plate and a piece of 
newsprint placed on top of the printing paper.

The pressure will need to be carefully tested and adjusted 
depending on the weight of your paper as too much pressure can 
damage the tympan.

NOTE: When adding extra newsprint the pressure handle should 
always be pulled until it comes into contact with the stop with a 
small amount of resistance, do not force it!

Important!!
Always ensure no tools, pens; rulers 
etc. are left on the press bed.

Do not print woodcuts on the 
Alexandra Press unless they are 
type-high. It is much easier and safer 
to print the woodcuts with the Hunter-
Penrose etching press.

You will need
• Relief Ink + modifiers
• Printing paper
• Suitable sized Brayer
• Newsprint
• Lino offcuts for runners.

Clean Up

01. Put on a pair of (Black) Cleaning Gloves.

02. Scrape the excess ink off the slab with your ink knife and 
wipe it onto phone book pages.

03. Pour a small amount of vegetable oil onto the slab. Roll the 
brayers in the oil until the ink begins to dissolve.

04. With a dirty rag, wipe down the brayers and ink knives. 
Ensure you remove all the ink, especially from the edge of 
the rollers. Give them a final wipe with a clean rag.

05. Use the same rag to wipe up the oil and ink on the slab and 
then put it in the appropriate red bin. 

06. Place the type, still in the Galley Tray, in the Fume cupbaord 
and turn the vent on. Apply a small amount of White Spirit to 
a clean rag and carefully clean the ink off.

07. Dry the type with a clean dry part of the rag and return the 
type to the correct trays in the green drawers. ensure all the 
spacing material and magnets are clean of ink and put away.

08. Put everything else back in its place. Newsprint, inks, tools, 
etc!


