How to Make a Relief Block Print
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Supplies (details on back)
rubber block
scrap paper, pencil, scissors
carving tools
printing paper
printing ink
brayer/roller
ink plate
wooden spoon/baren/ press

Process
1. Trace your block onto scrap paper so you know what size to make your design.

2. Draw your design in pencil. Make it exactly the size you want, facing the direction you
want (no need to make it backwards). However, you don’t need to color in the black areas or
draw every detail of texture unless that makes you feel more confident.

3. Transfer your design to your rubber block. Cut out the design to the size of the block, lay
it face down on the top of the block, and rub the back thoroughly all over. It helps to wipe
clean the surface of the rubber block first so the pencil graphite transfers better.

4. Carve. Remember that the lines you carve away will be white (no ink), while the areas you
do not carve will be black (ink).

Remember that any letters must be carved backwards.

I tind it’s easiest to begin with the small blade and outline areas and smaller details first,
then carve out larger areas with the larger blade later.

(Please don’t jab the blade against the table to knock rubber bits loose. It’s bad for the table
and bad for the blade!)

5. Print. Brush any stray bits of rubber off your block (Or if you have time, scrub gently
under water, then wait until it dries completely).

Using the brayer, roll out the ink thinly on the plate so that the brayer has a thin layer of
ink. (It helps to roll in one direction over and over instead of rolling back and forth.)

Roll the brayer across your block so there’s a thin, even layer of ink over the surface.

Lay a piece of paper face down on the inked surface, being careful not to let it shift around
sideways.

Press the back of the paper with the spoon. Peel back the paper and admire the image.

6. Revise if necessary. Have a careful look at your impression and decide whether you want
to tweak anything. Remember that you can always carve more away, but you can never put
rubber (and therefore a black area) back.

7. Print as many impressions as you want! Experiment with color, or any other variables.
8. For a limited edition, decide how many impressions you will keep, then sign and number

each one (1/10, 2/10, etc), and destroy any others. You may not print any more of the same.
For an open edition, go nuts!



Details About Supplies

rubber block — available from any art supply store and sometimes (but not always)
from craft supply stores. I use Dick Blick brand Soft-Kut, but E-Z-Cut and Speedball brands
are also fine. In a pinch, you can use a plain white rubber art eraser — just make sure it has a
smooth surface.

carving tools - A basic lino cutter set with handle and assorted blades is perfect.
In a pinch you can try using just a sharp, fine knife such as an x-acto.

printing paper - any kind of paper will work, but it’s easier with paper that is not stiff
card stock. Fancy, expensive printmaking paper is not necessary (though it can be nice!)

printing ink — I use water-based ink, usually Speedball brand. Oil-based should not
be used with rubber blocks unless it has water clean-up, as solvents will react with the
rubber. (When I need oil-based ink I use Caligo Safe Wash.) Ink is available from any art
supply store and sometimes (but not always) from craft supply stores. In a pinch you can use
a stamp pad, or you can try carefully brushing on a thin layer of a thick paint such as acrylic,
but you have to be very careful that no paint goes down into your carved areas.

brayer/roller - available from any art supply store and sometimes (but not always)
from craft supply stores. Soft rubber rollers work best.

ink plate - a plain sheet of glass, smooth plexiglass, or unframed mirror works far
better than any printing plate you can buy.

wooden spoon/baren/press — You can buy a baren or press, but the back of a wooden
spoon works just fine. You'll want a spoon with the flattest possible bowl, and it should be
nice and smooth. You can cut off the handle if you want a dedicated pressing tool.

Suppliers

Any real art supply store will have everything you need. Amazon.com also has some.

I mostly use Dick Blick. You can order on-line at dickblick.com/block/printing/
and they have two retail stores in Boston (401 Park Drive, Landmark Center;
619 Massachusetts Ave).

You can try Michaels or other craft stores, but their selection depends on the whims of
crafting fashion. Also, sometimes they carry a kit with pink rubber advertised as “make your
own rubber stamp,” which is a bit more expensive, but works fine.

Further Information

My blog: nydamprintsblackandwhite.blogspot.com
I blog about both block printing and fantasy. Use the “Labels” section on the sidebar to
narrow down posts to the categories that interest you. The label “step-by-step” includes
details on particular printmaking techniques, and “process” describes my own process on
particular pieces.

My web site: nydamprints.com
This includes all my currently available work, plus the calendar of events where you can find
me exhibiting and participating in sales and shows.

Feel free to contact me with any questions at anne@nydamprints.com!




