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Interview:  
Chris Fritton, The Itinerant Printer 

 
Pioneering letterpress printer Chris Fritton talks materials, travel,  

and innovation—and offers hard-won advice for artists of every discipline. 
 
 
For those who may not be familiar with your work, what’s your printing setup and 
how does it differ from most other printmakers today? How has it evolved? 
 
The Itinerant Printer project is unique — I only bring paper & ink on the road with me, so I’m 
working exclusively with the equipment I find in the shops along the way: their presses, wood 
type, metal type, border, and ornament. There’s an element of surprise and adventure in it; 
often, I don’t know what I’m going to find, and I have to stay flexible and adaptable. In order to 
accommodate different types of presses, I standardized the size of my paper stock: 4" x 6” for 
postcard-sized pieces I could make on a tabletop press, and 12” x 18” for poster-sized work I 
could make on proofing presses. I use Mohawk Superfine 100# Cover Ultrawhite Smooth 
because it gives my prints a lot of definition and true color representation, which is important, 
because the only other thing that’s standardized about the project is the palette: I work almost 
exclusively with DayGlo fluorescent inks. I need them to be bright and sharp. It’s definitely a 
departure from most people doing letterpress work nowadays — I’m working on hard, wood-
based paper, and they’re working primarily on soft, cotton-based stock like Lettra. With that 
in mind, my raw materials haven’t changed at all during the trip, but my process has. Since I 
design on the fly with the materials that I find, I’ve had to become faster, more thoughtful, 
more open to experimentation, and more accepting of failure. 
 
 
Why is it important to think about the things we use to make art? What can be 
learned from taking a critical look at our processes and tools? 
 
I think that letterpress printing is always in danger of being/becoming a novelty. Like any 
process that’s been outpaced by newer technologies, it’s viewed as obsolete — and this might 
be true in terms of pure commercial reproduction, but if you regard the tools and the process 
as potential avenues for innovation, it opens a whole new world of possibilities. I always use 
the analogy of painting: if painters never looked at their paintbrushes differently, they’d still 
be creating a lot of hyper-realistic portraiture like we saw in the 16th and 17th centuries. But 
it’s not just because painters picked different subject matter — that isn’t the only thing that 
changed the trajectory of the medium — it’s because they looked at their tools differently. 
They looked at their brush and said: “how else can this thing make a mark?” And then you get 
impressionism and expressionism and abstract expressionism, etc. At this point, when I walk 
into a letterpress shop, that’s what I’m thinking when I look at the equipment and the 
materials: how else can these things make marks? That’s the only approach that’s going to 
allow letterpress to progress beyond being a novelty. 
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You’re always traveling – where were you last, and where are you headed? 
 
You’re right — sometimes I visit so many places in such a short span, I almost forget where I 
am. It’s like that old joke from Spinal Tap where the singer is like “Hello, Cleveland!” while 
lost backstage. It’s almost like he’s trying to remind himself where he is. It’s embarrassing to 
admit it, but sometimes when I get somewhere, I’ll check in with my host, and be like: “We’re 
in Charleston, SC, right?” Or if I’m in a hotel alone at night, I’ll be like: “where the hell am I?" 
In the fall of 2019 I toured the whole West Coast: Los Angeles, San Francisco, Portland, Reno, 
and a few other places. I wrapped up 2019 with an amazing trip to the Library of Congress in 
Washington, DC. They’re acquiring every piece I ever made on The Itinerant Printer trip, and 
I gave a presentation to celebrate the acquisition. It’s amazing to think the whole collection 
will be preserved for posterity. In early 2020, I’m headed to Colorado, Utah, Oklahoma, and 
Texas. Late 2020 and early 2021, if all goes well, I’ll be kicking off the world tour! 
 
 
You have a unique, inside perspective on the character of the print community. 
What innovations are currently most exciting to you? What have you learned from 
the people you’ve met this year? 
 
I’m endlessly intrigued by the people melding digital and analog technologies, as well as those 
who introduce alternative materials into the process. But, I have so much respect for the 
traditional skillset, and I think it’s necessary to learn that before experimenting. You need to 
learn the rules in order to break them with grace, and the people doing the best work right now 
have strong fundamentals but are open to pursuing any available avenue to make interesting 
prints. I know it sounds hokey, but I learn something every single day I’m on the road, whether 
it’s about printing, or about life. One of the greatest things about printing (and life) is that it 
can never be mastered — it’s an endless climb, a perpetual challenge. The amazing thing about 
the printing community now is that digital technology allows people to share their tips & 
tricks and crowdsource troubleshooting. It’s like having a thousand perspectives and a 
thousand solutions at your fingertips, and it’s the first time in history that’s been the case. I 
use that network and try to contribute to it every day, online, and in real life. Itinerant 
printers, like me, used to be the only way that information traveled. They were analog 
conduits for information, Johnny Appleseeds of ingenuity. The internet makes that available 
to so many more people now. But the human element is still incredibly important. As far as 
life goes, I’ve learned patience, I’ve learned forgiveness, I’ve learned perseverance, and I’ve 
learned how temper my expectations as well as my own ambition. That last part was a huge 
lesson. 
 
 
Anything else you want to say to the Mohawk community? 
 
Get out in the world. Take every opportunity to work with other people, especially people you 
admire. Cold call people, cold email people, the worst thing they can say is “no.” Look at 
everything critically, but in the most open way. Look at your paper, look at your ink, look at 
your pixels, look at your press, your printer, your pencil, your paintbrush, and ask yourself: 
what else can these things do? When you realize things can be more than what they are and 
can be used in completely different ways, your practice will grow. And then you’ll have a 
whole new tool to master. 


