
 

R I S O G R A P H Y 

 

W A I T ,  W H A T ? 

Risography is a digital printing system invented by Japan's Riso Kagaku Corporation. It was originally 

designed for fast, high-volume copying and is commonly used as a network printer and a stand-alone 

duplicator. The machine bridges the gap between a conventional photocopier (which is cheaper up 

to 50 copies) and a commercial laser printer, or inkjet printer (cheaper over 10,000 copies). 

 

H I S T O R Y  

In 1946, emulsion ink – a combination of oil and water that is quick-drying and smear resistant – 

was only available in Japan through an expensive importing process. In a move of post-WWII national 

pride and business savvy, Noboru Hayama famously hung a small sign reading "Riso" outside his home 

in Tokyo, signifying the establishment of a new ink company. In 1986, Riso Kaagaku released its first 

fully-automatic duplicator: the Risograph. The original marketing plan revolved around the machine’s 

new, affordable emulsion ink and getting it into every school. Working within a range (50 to 10,000 

copies) the Risograph saved money in three ways. Firstly, the ink was less expensive and easier to use 

than toner. Secondly, the machine didn’t require the high heats of photocopiers, so it used less 

electricity. Thirdly, it required less maintenance. For these reasons the Risograph was also eagerly 

taken up by graphic designers, artists, zine publishers and arts institutions, among whom it remains 

popular today. 



 

 

 

M E T H O D  

The Risograph’s printing process is quite simple: the original is scanned through the machine and a 

master is created using technology designed by Toshiba (tiny heat spots on a thermal plate burn 

voids that correspond to image areas of a design). This master is wrapped around a drum and ink is 

forced through the voids in the master. The paper then runs flat through the machine while the drum 

rotates at a high speed to transfer each image to the paper. Machines typically consist of one 

interchangeable ink drum, allowing for one colour to be printed per pass, with multi-colour works 

possible through layering by changing drums and repeating the process. 

 
R E S U L T S  

Typically the Risograph gives results similar to those of screen 

printing. A work’s texture and appearance can vary depending 

on the paper used. Because the transparency of the inks used 

allow for overprinting, what might first seem like a restrictive 

colour palette is actually a broad spectrum of possibilities. The 

Risograph can also print fluorescent inks and colours that can’t 

be replicated on screen or digitally. The automated nature and 

small amount of spoilage made by this machine makes it a 

preferred method for printing books and large-run posters in comparison to silkscreening. Even the 

Risograph’s printing imperfections have a certain appeal for users, with many creatives seeing these 

unpredictable “happy accidents” as enhancements. 

 


