
 
INTAGLIO TECHNIQUE 

 
Intaglio, meaning “to carve or cut into” covers a multitude of processes using metal 
plates for traditional techniques, such as engraving, etching, drypoint, aquatint, soft 
ground, lift ground and mezzotint, as well as more contemporary methods such as the 
collograph and other additive techniques like Carborundum on a variety of surfaces such 
as acrylic, matboard, etc. 
. 
Three basic steps in printing an intaglio plate: 

1. A soft ink is pressed into the line or depressions in a prepared plate, the 
surface of the place is wiped clean leaving ink in only the recessed areas. 

2. The plate is placed on the bed of an etching press, damp paper is placed on 
the inked plate. 

3. The plate and paper are rolled through the press with substantial pressure, 
so that the paper is forced into all the lines and recessions to produce an 
inked impression. 

 
There are two broad categories of intaglio processes – those that use acid and those 
that do not use acid to create an image on the plate.  
 
 In place of acid, sharp tools can be used to engrave, scratch, or pit the plate, as in line 
engraving and stipple.  Scratching and scoring can be done with a needle or a mezzotint 
rocker, again without acid, as in dry point and mezzotint.  Power tools can also be used to 
produce images without acid.  
 
The processes that use acid to bite line or depressions into metal plates are etching, 
aquatint, soft ground, lift ground and various other stop out methods. 
 
Basic engraving and etching techniques have changed very little since the times of Durer 
and Rembrandt.  Modern techniques such as those used by Riverhouse are innovative in 
their materials and creativity. 
 
NON-ACID TECHNIQUES 
 
DRYPOINT – This process involves scratching into the plate with a sharp needle.  The 
scratching raises a metal burr that catches and hold the ink when the plate is wiped, 
yielding a rich, rough line with soft edges, unlike the crisp line of engraving or the 
sharply defined line of etching. 
 
ENGRAVING – In this linear process, sharp, crisp lines are made by pushing a hard 
steel engraving tool called a burin into a copper or brass plate.  Different sizes of burins 
create lines of varying widths.  Pushing the burin deeper into the metal also yields a 
thicker line.  Tonal areas are developed by engraving parallel and crosshatched lines.  
Stippling, producing fine dotted areas with an engraving tool also creates tones.  The 
printed engraving is an image of great clarity and precision. 



 
 
MEZZOTINT – Called the “black method’ mezzotint is derived from repeatedly 
pressing a curved, serrated mezzotint rocker over the surface of a copper plate until it 
makes thousands of tiny little indentations.  After the entire surface has been roughened, 
producing a rich black, scrapers and burnishers are used to develop soft tones from dark 
grays to white. 
 
COLLAGRAPH – A collograph is made from a collage plate, created by gluing 
materials onto a base plate, which is usually cardboard, hardboard, aluminum, acrylic, 
etc.  Acrylic gessor or polymer medium are used as they dry hard and are still flexible.  
The collage plate is inked like an intaglio allowing the added materials to produce 
textured, tonal and linear imagery. 
 
ACID TECHNIQUES 
 
ETCHING – In etching, a metal plate of copper, zinc, or brass is covered with an acid-
proof hard ground made of asphaltum, beeswax, rosin, and solvent.  Wherever the artist 
scratches lines or textures in the ground to expose the plate, the acid will bite with clear 
definition.  The longer the plate is left in the acid, the deeper the open lines will become, 
making them print heavier and increasing the strength or darkness of the print. 
 
SOFT GROUND -  This kind of etching is done on a plate covered with a thinly applied 
hard ground to which petroleum jelly or wax has been added.  Since this ground never 
really hardens, a line or texture can be impressed into it.  A line similar to a pencil stroke 
can be achieved by drawing on top of a paper placed over the soft ground.  The paper will 
pick up the texture of the mark and the line can be etched with acid.  Fabric and other 
materials can be pressed into the ground, and when etched and printed, their textures are 
faithfully replicated.  Prepared commercial soft ground can be purchased in either liquid 
or paste form. 
 
AQUATINT – This technique is used to achieve tonal areas in a intaglio plate.  Tones 
are bitten into the plate after the surface has been partially covered with many tiny 
particles of rosin (adhered to the plate by heating) or given a 50% coverage of enamel 
spray paint. The acid bites the open areas around these particles, creating uniform pitting 
in the plate.  The longer the bite, the deeper the pits and the darker the printed tone.  
Aquatint is most often combined with line etching and other methods.   
 
LIFT GROUND -  Sometimes called a “sugar lift” this method offers a free, painterly 
way of producing an intaglio image.  A brush, pen, stick or rag is used with a water 
soluble material to paint, draw, or daub directly onto a clean plate.  When the drawing is 
dry a thin coat of liquid hard ground is applied over the entire surface of the plate.  When 
the ground is thoroughly dry, the plate is placed in a tepid water bath and the drawn areas 
lift off, exposing only those areas on the plate and leaving the negative areas protected by 
the ground.  The open lines or areas can then be bitten in acid, or the plate can be 
aquatinted and bitten. 


