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Worksheet 4.1—Printing with potatoes
Gutenberg’s invention of the printing press in about 1400 was a very significant event. For the first time, it meant that ordinary people, not just monks, had access to the written word. As more and more people learned to read, new ideas and information spread rapidly. 

In this worksheet, you will use potatoes to print a word. You may like to complete this worksheet with a classmate or family member. Here’s what you do:

Step 1
	Obtain these materials: 
3 evenly-shaped medium-sized potatoes of approximately the same size; acrylic paint (in a tube); brush; safety knife; ordinary round-tipped kitchen knife (should not be sharp); newspaper; white paper to print on; tracing paper; black felt-tipped pen (with medium point); pen; scissors; absorbent paper; lemon juice.
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Step 2
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	Cut the 3 potatoes in half widthways. Blot each exposed surface with absorbent paper, then brush it with lemon juice (to stop the flesh going brown). 


Step 3

Measure the width and height of your smallest potato (although they should all be roughly the same size). These dimensions determine the size of your letters. Draw boxes (one for each letter) on tracing paper; the width and height of each box should be around 0.5 cm less than your potato measurements.

	Within each box, draw a letter that makes up a word of six letters or less (perhaps your name). Form the letters simply. On the right, for example, is how you might draw the letters A, G and M. Cut out the letters with scissors.
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Step 4
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	Make sure your potato halves are sitting flat; if they wobble, cut off a bit of the base so they sit flat. Place a cut-out letter on each face. You must first reverse the letter (so it is a mirror image). If you don’t do this, your letter will print backwards. You will find the letter will stick naturally to the potato flesh. If you wish, you can outline the letter with a pen, although some pens  may not work on potato flesh.


Step 5
	Be extremely careful using the safety knife. Set the blade to protrude about 1 cm from the end of the safety knife. Very carefully cut into the potato flesh following the outline of the letter. Avoid pulling the paper letter out of skew as you do so. To cut a curve, push the blade up and down into the flesh a number of times as you follow the curved outline, rather than trying to cut with a single slice. The aim is to create a clean cut around the paper letter that is about 1 cm deep.
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It is extremely important to secure your potato when cutting so that it and the blade of your safety knife do not slip. Push the ordinary kitchen knife into another part of the potato to hold it steady as you cut with the other hand.
Step 6

Remove the paper letters. For each potato half, follow these instructions. Use your ordinary kitchen knife (not the sharp-bladed safety knife!) to cut away a slice about 30 to 40 mm deep around the letter. Start from the outer edge of the potato each time. Provided your earlier cut around the letter is deep enough, you will find that, bit by bit, slices of potato will lift up whenever your knife reaches the cut. Repeat this a bit at a time until the whole letter stands in relief. You may need to carefully tidy up the edges with your kitchen knife or dig out the centre bits of letters (e.g., as for the letter A).


Step 7
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	Coat the surface if your letters with paint. Don’t paint the surface too thickly or the potato will slip on the paper. You might like to experiment on spare paper first to determine the right amount of paint to apply. Provided the cut surface of the potato is flat, it will print your letter fully. If there are bumps or ridges in the potato surface, your letter may have missing bits in it when printed.


Step 8
Carefully paint and then press each letter, one by one, against a sheet of white paint to form your word.
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What you have done is a very basic example of how Gutenberg’s printing press worked. In place of potatoes, he used small pieces of brass, with reversed letters carved in relief (just as you did). Instead of pressing the letters down one by one, as you did, he placed all the letters he needed to make the words of a printed page into a tray so they sat snugly together. Then the whole tray was inked and pressed against a sheet of paper. 
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