
THE DIGITAL ARTS AND THE TEXTILE

Fabric printing isn’t a new process, 
it has been around for centuries. 
The techniques have changed ra-
ther a lot over the years, but textile 
printing is an ancient art that can be 
seen in fabrics dating as far back 
as the 4th and 5th Centuries B.C.
The earliest type of printing on fa-
bric is the block printing. It is the 
process of dye being pressed 
onto a fabric from a carved mate-
rial: wood, copper but also rubber 
and now many other materials.
The pattern wanted on the fabric is 
the pattern carved into the material, 
subsequently these patterns are 

often not overly detailed because 
this won’t necessarily show up on 
the fabric. As the dye sits on the 
surface of the fabric when block 
printing is used, there is often a tex-
ture to this style of textile printing.
In the 18th Century the technique 
of roller printing came about, it is 
the process by which the fabric 
is carried along a rotating central 
cylinder and pressed by a series of 
rollers, each of which is engraved 
with the design. Each roller is fed a 
different color through feed rollers, 
and some roller printing machines 
were even able to print six colors 

Block of wood carved for textile 
printing
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 at once, making them much faster 
than the block printing process.
In the early 20th Century the mo-
dern process of screen printing 
arrived, although it is thought 
that screen printing dates back 
much further than this. This pro-
cess involves the use of a stencil 
of an image on a screen of po-
rous mesh (this was traditionally 
made of silk), a roller is used to 
pull ink over the stencil which is in 
turn forced through the mesh and 
onto the fabric; for each separa-
te color a different stencil is used.
In the mid 20th Century rotary mul-
ticolored screen printings allowed 
large-scale screen prints at a faster 
rate, making it more economical.
We now have digital textile printing 
using computer controlled lasers 
and high-pressure jets to inject ink 
directly into the fabric. This allows 
very detailed patterns at a fast pace, 
however it is an expensive process.
It is clear that textile printing has 
come a long way over the years 
and even the oldest methods are 
still used in fabric printing today.
Digital printing is a technique simi-
lar to screen printing, does not use 
transparencies or print frames and 
the ink is printed through special 
HD printers, getting exceptional re-
sults in extremely short times. The 
prints are soft to the touch becau-
se the color penetrates completely 
into the tissue. In short, it is an  in-
novative high quality technology, 
especially suitable for photos and 
complex colored patterns, resul-
ting in a high definition printing with 
brilliant colors, smooth and sharp 
shades. By the words “digital tex-
tile printing” we mean the possi-
bility of transferring ink quantities 
according to what is determined by 
a computer. This ability combines 

Cylinders for rotary printing on fabric
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the technology of the classic in-
kjet printers with the different types 
of ink available depending on the 
type of material used. The mecha-
nization of the ancient technique is 
inevitable, both because it makes 
it possible to produce many identi-
cal items and because it means a 
huge saving in materials and em-
ployees. The time required is very 
short, as a matter of fact in one 
hour either more than sixty light 
garments or thirty dark items can 
be completed, besides the costs 
are contained. In digital printing 
the screen printing frame is lacking 

and its ability to achieve extremely 
high quality prints is due both to its 
innovative technology and to the 
CMYK four-color process. A fur-
ther advantage in finished product 
is the softness of the prints to the 
touch, since the color penetrates 
deeply allowing an excellent dura-
bility in time. If, on one hand, direct 
printing is just a step from printer to 
support - used to create posters or 
alternative illustrations and ranging 
from plexiglass to aluminum, from 
drywall to wood-, on the other hand 
textile digital printing goes farther 
on allowing companies to custo-
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mize any fabric : canvas, cotton, polyester, either mixed or synthetic natural 
fabrics, transfer papers, films and thermotransfer films. It can also be applied to 
the field of interior design, whose most popular applications are on armchairs, 
cushions, carpets, curtains, wallpaper fabric etc. The only downside: it might 
be less economical than the screen printing technique, but that is true only for 
large runs. Machineries used in textile appear similar to large printers,  instead 
of sheets they use meters and meters of natural, synthetic, mixed, polyester fa-
brics. Today digital printing is having a huge success. Workshops and seminars 
are held each year to improve and study this new process that has enabled 
many companies either to recover from the crisis or to drive their success. 
Recently, Italian digital printing has sped up its modernization to achieve tan-
gible results and helped a lot of companies to bear the brunt of the globaliza-
tion and the competition with Eastern countries, where labor costs are lower. 
FOR.TEX, a textile company from Como, manufacturing and selling inks, dyes 

 



Pietro Ronconi, president of FOR.TEX

Tissue while it is being printed

and other chemicals for the fabric 
processing is an example of how 
innovation in this area can be de-
cisive both for individual compa-
nies and for all the Made in Italy. 
The company has been one of the 
first in the area to believe in the di-
gitized press capacity of enabling 
a broad range of shapes, colors 
and shades, reducing the environ-
mental and economic impact and 
promptly adapting to the changes 
of the market  trends. The company 
commitment and hard work have 
paid off, since in about ten years 
digital printing on fabric has incre-
ased from 2% of the output to the 
current 58%, 81% is estimated in 
2017. Both productivity and turno-
ver have got benefits. Italian textile 
entrepreneurs hope to expand and 
promote their products through so-
lution centers, such as the Texti-
le Solution Center, the first global 
center for the development and 
promotion of digital textile printing. 
Textile Solution Center is a facility 
entirely dedicated to research, as-
sistance, training and promotion 
for industrial textile digital printing. 
The Center is a joint venture betwe-
en Epson inkjet technology and 
For.Tex experience in the textile 
printing. With Epson inkjet printing 
solutions, the Center can support 
each step of the textile digital prin-
ting process, from pre-treatment 
to print and to post-treatment. It is 
the place where companies who 
do not know this technology will be 
able to experience all the integra-
ted industrial production cycle of 
the digital printing and learn how 
to exploit its potentiality through  
specific courses. The impact of it is 
such as to create a new demand 
since it allows greater flexibility in 
product development, realization 

5



of very complex designs and eco-
logical footprint as it does not pre-
sent the dyes problem. Another im-
portant element often overlooked 
is the work environment: humidity 
(between 55% and 70%), tempe-
rature (between 18°C and 25°C) 
and absence of both fumes and 
dust must be constantly under con-
trol. Staff is another key variable. 
Once installed the machinery, the 
staff training needs enough time to 
use this new technology. Technolo-
gies change rapidly, people slowly. 
Reggiani Macchina is another Ita-
lian company that has managed to 
break into this field. It manufactu-
res and markets machines for prin-
ting and mobilization of fabrics and 
yarns. Established in 1946, Reg-
giani is and remains a solid Ita-
lian company representing a rare 
example of high technology that 
the entire world recognizes and 

ranks first among textile printing 
machine manufacturers. In short, 
a real pride for Italy! While many 
companies of printing plotters ma-
nufacturers of paper - Japanese, 
Israeli, American - are looking out 
in the field of inkjet printing fashion 
fabrics, Reggiani Macchine, leader 
in this field, is emerging with its ad-
vanced technology in areas such 
as wallpaper, printed laminates for 
floors, furniture, environmental de-
coration and external communica-
tion.The group’s efforts have focu-
sed on the realization of industrial 
machines, strictly using water-ba-
sed inks to create green solutions. 
Those inks are made by multinatio-
nal market leader companies and 
then tested in laboratory directly 
by Reggiani to ensure its safety. 
Workers at Reggiani are young 
and resourceful, as well as the 
technique they are going to use. 

Fabric pictures

A glimpse of the production plant in 
Grassobbio
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The scanned print is a novelty of the 
new millennium, and the younger 
generations are expected to face 
and make the most of it. Antoni-
no Tricomi, business development 
manager at Reggiani, explains that 
digital is opening up new market 
segments, even in those areas 
which were traditionally covered by 
paper printing machines, referring 
to furniture, wallpaper and fabrics.
Nowadays the fabric digitized prin-
ting is much used by the fashion and 
fast fashion companies, the latter 
being multinational companies that 
don’t always respect the human ri-
ghts and the ecological duties be-
cause too much focused on profits. 
Fast fashion is a contemporary 
term to express that designs move 
from catwalk quickly in order to cap-
ture current fashion trends. Fast 
fashion clothing collections are 
based on the most recent fashion 
trends presented  every year both 
in spring and autumn. Emphasis 
is on optimizing certain aspects of 
the supply chain in order for these 
trends to be designed and manu-
factured quickly and inexpensively 
to allow the mainstream consumer 
to buy current clothing styles at a 
lower price. This philosophy of qui-
ck manufacturing at an affordable 
price is commonly used in large 
retailers. Fast fashion has become 
associated with disposable fashion 
because it has delivered designer 
product to a mass market at re-
latively low prices, but it has also 
come under criticism for contribu-
ting to poor working conditions in 
developping countries. In a society 
where clothes are consumed like 
food, fashion changes weekly and 
anyone can lay down the law in fa-
shion thanks to social networks, we 
end up in a very unbalanced situa-

Reggiani laboratory in printing fabrics 
to develop and test the machines 

produced

A girl in Bangladesh working for the 
Fast Fashion industries
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tion: on one hand the western population, rich, updated, fashionable, educated 
according to the principle “the more I have, the better”, who crowd the season 
sales (the famous American black Fridays) to be able to have as many things 
as possible; on the other hand the poor people forced to work 16 hours a day at 
10$ a month in order to produce that t-shirt, tanktop, skirt we buy at the modest 
price of 5.99 €. Evidently this is not true only for multinational clothes companies. 
What is cheap is not always ethical or ecological, that is why the companies 
using Reggiani machineries or FOR.TEX ecological chemical components are 
often not preferred since they can’t sell at bargain prices what is produced ethi-
cally and fairly. Digital printing has been a huge innovation, enabling companies 
to meet the demand of a fast-growing world in a constantly monetary disequili-
brium. The best choice for ourselves and for the world would be to always prefer 
a bit more expensive but ethical choice rather than an economic but wrong one.

A dump of the fast fashion industry
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Questionnaire: 
 
1.   Put a tick next to the right answer 
 
 
 QUESTIONS ANSWERS  
1. Which is the first type of fabric printing? digitized printing  
 screen printing  
 block printing  
 roller printing  
    
2. When did roller printing come about? 18th century  
  19th century  
 Early 20th century  
 Mid 20th century  
    
3. By "Digital textile printing" we mean the possibility 

of transferring ink quantities according to what is 
determined by: 

a printer  

  a computer  
  a roller  
  a technician  
    
4. What does FOR.TEX manufacture? papers  
  machineries  
  chemicals  
  fabrics  
    
5. What does Reggiani Macchina manufacture? papers  
  machineries  
  chemicals  
  fabrics  
    
6. Fast fashion has become associated with: disposable fashion  
  stylized fashion  
  elegant fashion  
  smart fashion  
 
 
2. Choose true or false 
 



  True False 
1. block printing is the process by which the fabric is carried along a 

rotating central cylinder 
  

2. Digital textile printing using computer controlled lasers and high-
pressure jets. 

  

3. Digital printing does not use transparencies or print frames.   
4. FOR.TEX is a textile company from Milan.   
5. Textile Solution Center is a facility entirely dedicated to research, 

assistance and training. 
  

6. block printing is the process by which the fabric is carried along a 
rotating central cylinder 
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