Materials Sources

Papers for pulping for hand made paper

General principles:

The better the quality of the paper you use to start with, the better the resulting pulp will be for paper making

Paper can have ink on it, pencil, marker, printing from computer printers; some inks will run, some other marks will become “speckles”

Many  of the paper making resource books have lists of common sources of quality papers for use in home papermaking, most of these lists are out of date with the concerted push to including recycled paper (including post-consumer content) in common products. You can use sheets with recycled content, with other pulps.

Not recommended: newsprint, construction paper (I know the colors can be tempting, but the fibers are usually very short), crepe paper (again, the colors can be tempting; will work added to other sources; not really much pulp fibers available)  postanotes (the glue and the compounds that allow the paper to be slightly resistant to the glue make it difficult to process) cardboard, glossy magazine, photo paper – both the glossy magazine paper and the photo papers have compounds added to the surfaces to take on the gloss, or accept the pigments for the photos, and these compounds make it challenging to get the fibers for paper making for the home papermaker.

I prefer to use:

For my white paper pulp, I like to use old Braille magazines. The paper typically has a rather high cotton content, usually about 60 pound weight (or heavier), has very little ink on it. Recycles like a charm. I also use the tractor strips when I use a continuous feed embosser to produce braille materials, and sheets that don’t come out quite right. But then again, I have friends who let me have their old Braille magazines for papermaking, and you might not know of any one who has Braille to recycle.

I also recommend old letter head stationery (typically done on high cotton content paper); old envelopes, the inner layers of drink or milk cartons (although you do have to peel off the plastic layers), or the white junk mail you get at the house. Junk mail will have more ink speckles than Braille paper pulp, but it will still look nice. Trims of watercolor paper or other art papers will also make interesting pulp.

If you do decide to use envelopes, take out the cellophane or clear plastic windows, and avoid areas where rubber cement or glue stick has been used – gumminess you don’t need.

While checks and bank statements are using more and more recycled content, they are still fair game once they’ve passed the required retention date. I know it gave me special satisfaction to shred old bills and statements and make the “shreds” into new handmade paper. Yet another way to protect your personal information.

I try to have white paper pulps ready in all stages most all of the time; from pulp ready to be diluted to working strength, to shreds ready to be soaked. I can go through a lot of white pulp during a production run, or class series; diluting plant pulps or colored pulps, adding to natural dye solutions to color.

Colored recycled paper pulps:

Colored paper can be a political issue in Eugene. Not only are a lot of posters and postcards with political issues printed on intense or bright or fluorescent colored papers (in order to catch people’s attention), but trying to recycle the items after the event can be difficult. When these colored papers are added to the regular office mix of paper for recycling they significantly lower the value of the load. These sheets have so much extra dye in them that the color bleeds into the whole batch. In order to get the pulp back to a light color, chlorine bleach or hydrogen peroxide or some other compound has to be added. Several local recycling substations instruct users NOT to add these colored sheets to the “color” barrel.

It’s a shame too. All of that extra color means that any handmade paper from these sheets will still have a lot of color.  The colored pulp can be diluted by blending it with white paper or pulp at any stage of the processing, as long as the colored paper and the white paper are at the same stage (shreds with shreds, pulp with pulp). So, when I have the choice, I harvest the brightly colored used papers for handmade paper, and leave the lightly colored sheets for the commercial recyclers. 

There are some colors that are really difficult to acquire with natural dyes. A good number of the natural dyes work best with proteins (like wool, or other hair), and don’t stick at all to the cellulose in paper. Best luck is to try something which traditionally is used with cotton or linen fibers. Another variable is the materials used as mordents. Some of these chemicals are nasty alone or in combination, and nothing I want to work with on my back porch where I might have cats or children running through. My mordant solution of choice contains cream of tartar and alum, and I use the common compounds that can be found in the spices and seasonings aisle of the grocery store. (Chemically, the alum used in dying is a bit different than the one used in making pickles, but I don’t have enough experience with the dying to say I can tell the difference.)

With these chosen limitations, I have a hard time getting a deep, stable red (or much of anything in the red family); purples fade quickly to gray; blues fade to green, with the natural dye sources. (OK, so I haven’t gotten very far into using mosses and lichens. I’m not really near any traditional source either. And then there’s still the issue of the chemicals as mordents.)  I have some nice oranges, some subtle golds, tans, browns, blacks, a little bit of natural green (but that is usually from the color of the plants used in the pulps rather than a dye).

In a world that has gotten away from natural colors, natural dyes, and black and white photography and television, you need the colors to draw attention to the product. Color is sexy especially the blues, greens and reds. Ask any potter trying to educate a clientele about the fine points of wood fire and wood fire “glazes”, and listen to the comments like “but I wanted it in blue”. A spot of blue is possible, but even that is variable.

A word about pulp and colors and blending colored pulps to make a different color.

Pulps dry about a third lighter than the color they are wet. And some colors disappear completely when dry. (Hardest lesson was the beet juice experiment.) Pulps prepared from colored recycled paper will never be darker than the paper began. Most printing on papers will become speckles in the handmade paper, some inks will wash out, or lightly tint the whole batch of pulp. 

When beginning paper making, you might like to do what I did; for every batch of pulp I prepared, after blending the pulp, I poured a sample of it through a tin-can tower, with a piece of filter paper in between the two cans. I would transfer the disk of paper to blotting papers to dry, and write a description of the pulp on an edge of the filter paper. When the paper disk was dry, I had an idea of what the color of the pulp might be when the sheets were made. I found it’s not quite perfect, some of the batches were even a little lighter when the sheets were formed because of the difference in the ways the sheet was formed (pour through rather than floated. The extra volume of water sometimes washed a bit more color away. As this became an issue, I started making postcard sized sheets to test the colors of the pulp when dried, except when there wasn’t that much extra pulp.)

I have come to learn that blending colored pulps to make a different color is not exactly like one might expect. So, if you’ve had color blending theory from Physics class or painting class (oils or water color), set that all aside for a moment. What I’m suggesting by blending colored pulps is a trick. We are going to put two colored particles side by side, and trick the mind into seeing the blended color. 

My example: (this works best if you have both pulps that are intense in their colors) Beginning colors: true yellow; intense teal (blue family)

Into the blending cup; a bit of water, a handful of yellow pulp, a dollop of teal. Stir with plastic fork, whisk, add a little more water. The contents of the blending cup will appear green, and you can make it a bit deeper by adding a touch more of the teal. When you make a sheet of paper with this, you will see the places where the beginning pulp pieces were a bit larger, so you can see the individual particles that make the color.

My general recommendation for blending colored pulps is to start with more of the lighter color and add a little of the “color” to the lighter, stir, check the color, add a bit more if you need it darker. You may even want to make a series of test sheets to see which blending level looks best. Color is a tricky thing, and sometimes, less is much more impressive than lots. Lots of a color is shocking, where less can be interesting.

Because a little can go a long way with some of these intense colors, the pastel tint recycled papers have a lot less color in them to begin with. I’ve tried the above blending experiment with a light yellow and a pastel or medium blue paper pulps, and had disappointing results. When wet (in the blending cup) the color looked muddy, and dry,  “faded” is the word I think of.  Again, when these colored papers are commercially recycled, the resulting pulp would be lightly colored, and if white were desired, much less of the bleaching compounds would be need. Some communities are even trying to educate consumers to accept lightly colored, pale gray or speckled paper as an acceptable color for new paper, so that no post-processing bleaching is needed.

Myself, I’d rather educate the consumers to correctly sort their colored papers, and leave the intensely colored sheets for the home-based papermakers, and still have the colors available. I understand the pressures that lead groups to remove the worst of the offenders from their official color palette.

A few words about dying paper pulps.

(Natural dyes elsewhere)

I like to start with blended white pulp when I’m working on dying paper pulp. There’s no (or not much) color to compete with the color I’m trying to add, The added color tends to go all the way into the pulp when blended pulp is used. I’ve tested cooking the white shreds in the dye, and have ended up with colored edges and white (or lighter) centers. When this batch is blended, it is a bit lighter, and has the white flecks from the centers of the shreds that didn’t get much of the dye.

I’ve also tested a variety of sources: the extra cook water from a batch of intensely colored paper (weak color transfer); cooking white shreds with the colored shreds to stretch the color (by dilution) (sometimes works quite well). I’ve also used left over fabric dyes from projects attempting to rejuvenate table coverings sun-faded by days at outdoors craft fairs. If you are willing to invest in the price of the dry fabric dye, you can get almost any color. I don’t have any information about how stable the colors are in use; I haven’t used enough of them. But if they work on cotton t-shirts, the dyes should work with paper pulp.

I’ve also tried reusing the last of the Easter Egg dyes (well, you know, it’s color, and I hate throwing it away if I could use it.) Easter Egg dyes don’t work all that well with the paper pulp itself (a bit like the beet juice experience), but plant pulps, like prepared, blended corn husk and garlic stalk, do soak up some of the color to make interesting highlights.

The next experiment I’m working on is using some of the less than exciting colored pulps in fabric dye. I’ve got a light blue that simply bores me, and it seems like I’m always running out of white. And my stash of that exciting teal I talked about earlier is running out. I haven’t seen paper of similar colors in the bags of colored recyclable paper, so when my current stock is used up, that color is gone. Using a blue to begin with might even stretch the old navy blue fabric dye color a little farther. 

