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Creating A Deckled or Rough Edge
N. David King

H

and made fine art paper (often called “watercolor” paper) is made in a mold.  It is simply a shallow four sided box with a screen bottom.  The pattern of the screen determines to a large degree the texture of the paper.  A slurry of emulsified fibers (usually cotton or linen for fine art “rag paper,” but hand made paper can be made of anything) about the consistency of heavy cream is poured into the box and allowed to dry.  In commercial operations the drying process is accelerated by heat.  As the slurry dries it leaves a raw edge called a “Deckle.”  This deckle is the hallmark of really high grade art paper used by watercolor painters and printmakers.  
As digital printers have grown capable of printing on all kinds of papers photographers are discovering the creative options available with some of these papers formerly only used by other artists.  Sometimes the artists want to create a “floating” mat for their images that shows the edges of this high quality paper.  Having the deckle on the paper’s edges looks very nice when done well and definitely adds to the quality impression of the overall piece.  Below is a close up of the natural deckle on a sheet of Fabiano Uno Watercolor Paper.
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Since long before industrial times, the “Imperial Sheet” of 22” x 30” (and half sheets) have been the mainstay size for fine art watercolor paper.  Unfortunately for photographers, only full sized sheets of paper have the deckle on all four edges so smaller sheets are trimmed and do not show it.     However there are ways of simulating it that, while not an exact match, do help give the appearance desired.  Basically there are two approaches.

1. Create a REAL rough edge on the sheet of paper, and/or

2. Create a simulated edge in Photoshop.

This handout will discuss both because sometimes I’ll create a rough edge to the print and still roughen the edges of the paper for a floating mat.  I have also included instructions for creating a floating mat to show off these techniques.
Part ONE:  Creating a REAL Rough Edge for Your Paper.

This can be a little tricky and may take some practice to get right so use some scrap paper or an old test print at first to learn the techniques before trying to do this on an actual “keeper” print.
You will need about an inch border around the image area because you will be removing some and leaving some if you want to see the paper around the image, as in an etching or engraving.  If you want the rough edge to be into the picture area (as if the image was created right to the edges of the paper, you should still leave at least a half-inch border to give you something to grip.  A little more will be easier to handle.
OK, here are the steps involved…

	Step
	Action
	Result/Notes

	1
	Once the images has properly dried and is otherwise ready for matting, fold the edges along the lines where you will want the rough edges to be
	I usually draw quick pencil guidelines on the back of the print to help in getting the fold straight and then fold it against a straight edge.

	2
	Fold the paper back and forth a number of times to weaken the fibers.
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	3
	To further weaken the paper at this fold I sometimes take an old syringe from the Rodinal developer days and lay a bead of water in the fold and let it sit for a while
	This further breaks down the fibers at the point of bending.

You could also use a bulb syringe (available at the drug store) if you are careful.

	4. 
	When the fold is weak enough, tear the paper in one of two ways..

1. With the fold sufficiently weakened to tear easily, proceed to tear and pull the paper apart allowing it to tear in a random edges not a perfectly straight line.

2. Using a custom edge with random variations (see illustration) you can tear/pull against that edge.
	Using the pre-made random edge (I made mine from a steel ruler and a Dremel™ tool) the look is much closer to a deckeled edge appearance than simply tearing along the fold.

Below is a shot during the tearing process also showing a close detail of the custom edge of the ruler.
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	5
	Let the damp edges dry thoroughly
	This is so you do not accidentally get water on the mat where it might stain.

	6.
	That’s all there is too it.
	You can also buy cutting wheels for rotary trimmers and even scissors that are called “Deckle Edge,” but the pattern is too small, too crisp, and too repetitive to be seen as a real one.


So how good is it?  Below is another close-up of a real deackled edge followed by a close up of the torn edge created for this handout.  It is not exact but inside a frame it does a fair job of replicating the “feel” of the real thing.
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Part TWO:  Simulating a rough edge to the image in Photoshop

For bound portfolios of even for display prints, you may want to simulate the look of a rough or deckled edge to your print or paper.  In this case you usually roughen the edges of the image area and then do a little work to give that some dimension as if it were floated above the background board or paper.

	Step
	Action
	Result/Notes

	1
	Increase the Canvas Size by about .5  to 1 inch (Image(Canvas Size)
	Chose white or whatever “color” you want the paper to be.
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	2
	Create a duplicate layer of your image
	

	3.
	Make a Rectangular Selection (using the Rectangular Marquee tool) that is about 1/8 to ¼ inside the image area.
	You could also use the Polygonal Lasso tool but for me the Rectangular Marquee too is easier to keep my borders parallel to the edges of the image.
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	4
	Click on Select(Inverse
	This makes the white paper border and a small edge of the image your selected area.


	5.
	Zoom in to where you can clearly see a corner and some edge length so you can see what you are creating. 

Now comes the fun part.  You will be applying several filters, one on top of the other, to this selection.  All of the filters in this handout are standard Photoshop Filters available at least since CS1. A starting process might be…
1. Brush Strokes(Splatter 
2. Distort(Glass
3. Distort(Ocean Ripple
Or you can repeat the same filter several times.  To help simulate the look of torn paper fibers you can finish with the 
Brush Strokes(Crosshatch Filter.


	The precise sequence and setting of the various filter possibilities will create different looks to the edge.  Experiment to find ones you like.  

You could make an Action to do this but then all of them would look alike.  For my own work, I want each print to be unique so I literally make it up fresh each time.

If you get the edges uneven then one or more edges will have the effects extend varying amounts into the image.  You can start over or simply take a brush and paint over the extra fringes.

REMEMBER:  this is a custom process so play with variations of filters and settings to achieve a look you like.  The correct setting and filter is the one that gives you a result you like.
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	6.
	Complete the effect by taking a brush such as one of the “Dry Media” Brushes set to about 50% and dab along the edge changing brush sizes up and down as you go.
	This lightens the edges in an almost random pattern and will really increase the effect if you want to make the print look like it is floating over a backing in subsequent steps. Try different brushes for different effects.
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	7
	Since you still have two layers, the bottom one unfiltered, if the filtered selection needs to be blended into the main image, deselect the rectangle (Select(Deselect) or use   ((  and then use a layer mask with a soft brush and blend the image into the filtered section.
	

	8
	Flatten the Image
	That’s it…


Well… it is almost it…  You could stop here but if you want to make the printed area look like it is floating above the backing paper then continue on with the next steps.
	9.
	Make a Color Range Selection of the paper border. (Select(Color Range)
	This has selected everything EXCEPT the print.  If there are areas of tone or color inside the image that match the paper color you will have to remove them from your selection using the Lasso tool while holding down the ( Key.

	10
	Click on Select(Inverse
	This makes the image area the selection. We selected it this way since it would be incredibly tedious to try to select the now randomly shaped edge of the image.

	11
	Perform a Copy then a Paste.  You can do this with the Edit menu or you can use the Keyboard Short Cuts of:

      (( followed by ((
	If you are using a Mac the keyboard shortcuts are Command-C followed by Command-V.
This will create a new layer with a copy of the image area only on the top layer.  This allows you to create layer styles to this top layer.

	12
	Activate the top layer. Create a drop shadow using

Layers(Layer Style(Drop Shadow.  Cut the opacity to about 50% so it is not too dark. 
	You can adjust the size, distance, etc. to taste.
This will start to set off the simulated page from the background.

	13
	While still in the Layer Styles menu, create a beveled edge.  Be subtle here, you just want to simulate the edges of a piece of heavy weight paper, not a board or something thick.
	This will highlight the top edge and create a fine shadow under the bottom edge to give the simulated “page” some dimension.

	14
	Flatten the image
	You’re done!  




[image: image10.jpg]7(‘1 < Red Barn lith.tif @ 67% (Layer 1, RGB/8) =JE S





Above is a detail of the edge treatment.  You can see how the edges stand out against the soft shadow.  On the next page is the full shot.

This shot of the barn was taken in “Cathy’s Valley” just outside of Yosemite National Park, California and processed to simulate the look of an image processed in lithographic developer (a so-called “lith” print).
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So now all that remains is to mat the image in such a way as to dramatize the effect we have created.  The best way to do that, especially if we also created real rough edges on the paper following the first set of instructions, is with a floating mat.

Part THREE:  Creating a Floating Mat

So you’ve gone to all this effort to create an edge on the paper that you want to show off; how do you do that?  The answer is to create a “floating mat.”  This is not a simple procedure like cutting a normal mat.  It will take a little time and require extra mat board.  But it looks really nice when completed.

The floating mat is very similar to any normal mat with two critical additions.  The image is set out from the backing board by a spacer that is slightly smaller than the paper.  This leaves the edges free to form a natural shadow around the print and show off the actual or simulated deckled edges.

Additionally, the window in the mat itself is cut a little bigger than the paper and it too as set out by a spacer that is ½” smaller (Cut 1/4 inch bigger in all dimensions) than the actual mat so that it is hidden behind the mat..  Here is a diagram of the parts and how they fit together.
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It is not easy to cut or assemble.  I hinge the mat spacer and overmat but the spacer for the image itself must be adhered to the backing board.  You can do this with cold mount adhesive or spray mount.  If you use a spray mount, let the parts air dry in good ventilation for a day or two before putting it all in a frame.  That will let the acidic solvents evaporate. 
Conclusions

So why go to all of this effort?  The simple answer is that this is an ART and you are supposed to act like an artist, doing all you can to create the very best presentation of your work so it will convey to the viewer the image and emotional response you desire.  

This approach is not appropriate for all images—in my opinion no single approach ever is.  But for the right photograph using some or all of these techniques and processes can seriously enhance the overall presentation.
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