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POLYESTER PLATES       
The polyester surface of a ʻSmart plateʼ mimics the surface of a lithographic stone or plate. Several 
companies sell these plates, but they seem to all function the same way. They are double-sided, heat-
resistant, semi-transparent, polyester plates with a special water-missive coating to hold water while 
printing. They are cheap, fast and flexible and best of all, they require very little processing.  They work 
well for monoprinting or small editions. 
 
 
HISTORY 
Polyester plate lithography has the advantage of being a user friendly, accessible, and safe printmaking 
method. Initially designed as a cheaper alternative to aluminum plate offset litho in commercial printing, it 
has now been embraced by the printmaking community.    Since its introduction in the late 1990s polyester 
plate lithography has become increasingly popular with artists and educators experimenting in the 
medium of lithography, and for the production of small to medium sized editions of lithographic prints. 
 
 
DRAWING 
 
Direct drawing  
 

• Opaque paint markers work the best and remain most stable during printing.  They come in a 
variety of thicknesses but use black only. 

 
• Cheap Bic or Papermate ballpoint pens work at varying levels. The darker/ heavier the marks, the 

better and more stable during printing, barely there wispy lines tend to disappear. 
 

• India ink also works well if applied opaquely (DO NOT USE WATER to create washes!)  Heat set 
multiple times (2-3), 30 seconds at a time. 

 
• You may use toner washes to achieve a tonal wash medium. Dissolve a few teaspoons of 

photocopy toner in rubbing alcohol and paint onto the plate. The fine toner particles give a grainy 
tone. Image will smudge until heat set.  ONLY MEDIUM TO HEAVY WASHES PRINT WELL, 
VERY LIGHT WASHES TEND TO DISAPPEAR. 

 
• You can also easily work in the reverse. Once lines and brush marks have dried, use an x-acto 

knife to carefully scratch white lines or hatchings into the dark areas. 
 

• You can attach hand cut paper stencils to the smart plate with a low-tack tape or use a 
repositionable contact paper as a stencil material. 

 
 *Be careful not to get grease on your plates while working - even fingerprints may print! 
 
 **The larger your clean border space around the image, the easier it is to print.  I recommend no 
 less than 2” of border space around your image. 
 
 
Digital Imagery 
 
 Xerox copy  You will need to cut your plate to exactly 11 x 17.  
 

Laser print Any information/ image scanned into or created by a computer and 
printed with a laser printer will work. 

 
 
 



*FOR THE BEST RESULTS heat-set any drawn or printed marks!!! 
Set a hot plate (or oven) to 250° F.  Place your smart plate between 2 pieces of clean aluminum  
that are larger than the plate. Bake for 10-15 minutes. 

 
 
 
 
PROCESSING 
The processing is more straightforward than conventional lithography as the plate does not require 
chemical processing in the form of etching with nitric acid etc.  
 
Processing and inking of the plate should be done in advance (I recommend 6-12 hours before printing).  
Press pressure should be moderate.  Place smart plate, printing paper, and 1 newsprint under 
tympan to set pressure (this is also how you will print).  A polyester plate is semi long-lasting and can 
produce 20+ good prints before the image deteriorates and fills in (many factors can affect this number). 
 

1. Sponge gum Arabic onto the polyester plate.  Use a very small amount, and apply thinly and 
evenly with a cheesecloth or barely damp, clean sponge.  DO NOT BUFF.  This is how you 
process the plate so do not skip this step!!! 

IMPORTANT:  This is only to use one side of the plate, if you want to use both sides, 
skip step 1 and go right to step 3. 

2. Let the plate dry. 
3. Dampen the plate with water and attach is to he plate backer with high quality clear packaging 

tape (3M is best). 
4. Keep the plate damp and ink up your image until it is full. 
5. Take a proof onto newsprint. 
6. Ink image and print onto good paper/print.  You can place your paper face down on top of the 

polyester plate or remove the plate from the plate backer and lay your print down and then 
position the polyester plate on top of it and cover with newsprint (this is where the transparency is 
handy). 

 
 
 
INKS/PRINTING 
 
You will need: 
 

Press (with plate backer) 
tympan 
Newsprint 
Clear tape (to tape the lead and tail ends of plate if needed) 
2 bowls (one with distilled water) 
2 sponges 
rubber roller 
Printing substrate (paper, print, etc) 
Ink (not too stiff or tacky, add a little mag and setswell to reduce tack) 
Citric acid powder 
Toothpaste or snakeslip 

 
The clarity of the print is largely determined by the consistency of the ink. An ink that is too soft and 
viscous (oily) will result in smudging, while a very stiff ink gives a crisp mark, but makes a heavier 
demand on the durability of the plate. An overly stiff ink may even rip toner marks or other drawing media 
off the plate during rolling up. As a remedy, use asofter ink and ensure an amount of heat curing before 
printing. 
 
The most common problem encountered when printing a polyester plate is "scumming", when the plate 
starts picking up ink in areas where it is not wanted (especially the negative & border areas). The solution 



is to use a sponging solution that is fortified with a small amount of gum arabic and a sprinkling of citric 
acid. The citric addition is particularly helpful in preventing scumming, and ensures a clean print. Fill a 
plastic bowl with water and add 1 oz. of gum and a 1/2 teaspoon of citric acid powder. 
 
 
If a print looks too faint on dry paper, but the plate has been inked up correctly, often the use of moistened 
paper can rectify the problem. The result is a darker, crisp and clean image with more contrast than it had 
on dry paper. To wet the paper simply dip each sheet in water then blot off the excess. Many artists use 
the pronounced differences in printing on wet or dry paper to good creative advantage: printing on dry 
gives a grainy very lithographic look, printing on wet gives a dense impression almost like an etching. 
 
 
CLEANING 
 
To Clean the Smart Plate (only if you wish to print with it again): 
 

1) Run plate through press a few times with clean newsprint to absorb excess ink (called ʻstrippingʼ 
the plate). 

2)  Wipe plate with concentrated dish soap solution. (TIP: Use a ratio of around 1 part dish soap to 
10 parts water to obtain a strong detergent that is powerful enough to dissolve any greasy ink 
residues.) Stubborn ink residues can be removed with toothpaste applied using a soft cloth.  

3) Buff down a thin layer of gum with a cheesecloth over the plate. 
 
 NEVER USE SOLVENTS ON POLYESTER PLATES = DEATH. 
 
 
General Clean up: 
 
-Clean the glass slab and spatulas with Soy Solv and Simple Green. 
 
-Clean the rubber rollers in successive stages using Mineral Spirits, REMOVING ALL INK.  A non-toxic 
alternative is to clean the roller first with vegetable oil and follow with a detergent solution (1 part liquid 
dish soap to 10 parts water). 
 
 
 
 
 


