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4. BLOCK PRINTING: AN INTRODUCTION

There are a number of ways in which we transfer a coloured design on to a
fabric. One such method which is introduced in this lesson is the ancient craft of block
printing which was used by the pre-historic man who gave us the knowledge of
transferring a design with the help of blocks. The next two lessons of this Unit describe
the block printing technique and some treatments applied before and after block
printing.

4.0 Objectives

After going through this lesson, you will be able to
e Know the historical background of the technique of block printing
e Recognize the various types of blocks which can be used for printing

e Understand the technique of making blocks

4.1 Introduction

Block printing, like any other technique of applying |ese oo e
colour in the form of design on to the fabric, involves the use

of a block, into which the design has been carved or cut. ‘1\,‘,,1 \,\,,,’ @ @ @

This carved design is transferred by pressing the block on to

the fabric. This is perhaps the slowest process of all the @ @ @ @ @

textile printing techniques. A block printed fabric is shown in

Fig. 4.1. ?@@@@@
In this lesson we shall be briefly tracing the historical

background of block printing, and then we will present the @ @ @‘

information on the types of Blocks available and also about

making of blocks.

Flg. 4.1 Block printed fabric

In the subsequent lessons we will learn about the other aspects of block printing.

4.2 Historical Background
Hand printed textiles in India are said to have started from Gujarat and the

surrounding states of Sind (now in Pakistan), Rajasthan and Madhya Pradesh. It is
believed that Hindu and Muslim Khatris were the first to make them. Many of these
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Khatris claim that their ancestors left the Sind region after its conquest by the Arabs in
the 8" Century A. D., when this technique spread to other regions.

In the 8™ Century, wooden blocks were generally used for printing on paper and
later on they were used for printing on textile materials. The Chinese and the Egyptians
were the pioneers in using the wooden blocks for printing. This process was used in
ltaly in the 19" century from where it spread to the great printing centres of Europe.

The most important centres for block printing in India are Sanganer, Jaipur,
Bagru and Barmer in Rajasthan, Bagh in Madhya Pradesh, Anjar, Deesa, Ahemdabad,
Jetpur, Rajkot, Porbandar and Bhavnagar in Gujarat, and Pilakuan and Farukhabad in
Uttar Pradesh. These four states of India continue to dominate the art of block printing
even today.

Self-check Questions
1. What is block printing?

2. List the different centers in India where Block printing is done.

4.3 Types of Blocks

There are several types of blocks used for block printing, with special
characteristics of their own. Some of these are:-

o Wooden blocks

e Linoleum blocks

o Matchstick blocks

¢ Blocks made of household articles like glass, bottle top and vegetable blocks
e.g. potato, lady’s finger, and capsicum.

o Metal blocks
4.3.1 Wooden blocks

Wooden logs are sliced horizontally and cut into pieces according to the size
required for making the design on the blocks (Maximum size: 6” in diameter, 112" in
thickness). It is to be noted that horizontally sliced logs are suitable for chiseling the
blocks. This is because the annual rings present on the top surface of the sliced log are
easy to chisel, when cut horizontally and provide symmetrical and systematic designs
(Fig. 4.2). Some features of these blocks are:
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e Wooden block printing can produce definite outlines.

¢ Delicate designs cannot be obtained from wooden block printing.

e Separate blocks are necessary for each colour.

Fig. 4.2 Wooden Blocks

4.3.2 Linoleum blocks

Linoleum blocks use the basic technique of
woodcut. Because linoleum is softer then wood and is
grain less, it is easier to cut, but it does not produce
delicate lines or interesting textures. The main
advantages of linoleum are that it is cheaper and more
easily available than specially cut wood and is also
quicker to work upon. The technique of making linoleum
blocks is quite similar to that of making wooden blocks
(Fig. 4.3).

Fig. 4.3 Linoleum block
4.3.3 Matchstick blocks

Matchstick printing is a simple form of printing. It is the stepping stone to block
printing. It helps us to learn the basic concept of, how a design can be made. It is a very
inexpensive method of printing, which may be pursued as a creative hobby by children.
With the help of matchstick printing one can practise and learn to handle blocks. Once
matchstick printing has been mastered, printing with wooden blocks becomes very
easy. Mostly geometrical patterns, as shown in Fig. 4.4, can be produced by this
method.

Fig. 4.4 Matchstick blocks

Activity
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1. Draw two geometrical patterns for matchstick printing.

An example of a motif made by Matchstick printing is shown below:

QOO OQ

The following materials are required for match stick printing:

e (Cardboard sheet to make the base of the block (not very thick).

e Matchsticks with tips cut off

e Pencil or sketch pen

e Design

e Scissor or paper cutter

e Thali or flat plate
e Thin foam sheet

e Brushes

o Poster or fabric colours

Self-check Questions

3. What is Matchstick printing?

4. Why is Linoleum suitable for making blocks?

4.3.4 Blocks made of other objects

Fig. 4.7 Capsicum Block

Potato: It is a very common technique, used by children in the
schools. In this method the potato is cut according to the
design and then dipped in colour after which it is pressed onto
the fabric (Fig.4.6). It is a quick method of printing but, delicate
designs cannot be obtained using this method.

Lady’s finger and capsicum: Like potato, these can also act
as ready-to-use vegetable blocks, but we cannot create our
own designs on these blocks because they have their own
natural texture (Fig.4.7).

Bottle top: Bottle tops can be used to make small coloured
rings. (Fig.4.8)
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4.3.5 Metal blocks: They are used for Batik, where instead of wood the design is made
using metal (Fig. 4.9).

Fig. 4.9 Metal block

Activity

2. Make five designs for table cloth with the help of house-hold objects like potato,
capsicum and glass or a bottle top on a sheet of paper using poster colours.

4.4 Making of Blocks

The surface where the design has to be drawn should be polished so that the
design can be traced uniformly on the surface. For tracing carbon paper may be used.
There is another process prevailing for the purpose of transferring the design on the
surface. After placing the design on the wooden block, perforations are made and
charcoal dust is sprinkled over it and pressed.

By both these processes the design can be transferred on to the block. However,
before cutting the block, a colour scheme has to be worked out. Generally a block is cut
into relief form, just to obtain the impression of the outline of the design, a second block
is necessary to decorate the inner portion of the design. These blocks are cut in broader
size just to cover the open spaces of the design

The maximum size of a single block is 6x6 inches with a cut design of thickness
%4 inch.
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Self-check Questions
5. Why are horizontally sliced logs suitable for making blocks?

6. How many types of blocks have you learnt about?

4.5 Assignments
4.5.1 Class assignments

i)  Make five designs of blocks on paper for dupattas or any other product of your
choice.

4.5.2 Home assignments
i)  Look for different types of blocks and collect different block printed items.

i)  Prepare a match stick block and print with it on a sample piece of cloth.

4.6 Summing Up

Block printing is an ancient art which was adapted as a textile designing
technique very early in the history of textile designing and printing. Within a short time
this technique turned into a large scale business all over the world. There are several
types of blocks such as wooden blocks, linoleum blocks, matchstick blocks, potato
blocks, and lady’s finger blocks, capsicum blocks, and metal blocks. For making
wooden blocks, Logs of wood are sliced horizontally into small pieces and the designs
traced over them, Blocks for drawing the outline and for filling are separate.

4.7 Possible Answers to Self-check Questions

1. Block printing is a simple process of creating a design on a fabric using a carved
wooden block.

2. The Block printing centers in India
e Rajasthan - Sanganer, Bagru, Barmer
e Madhya Pradesh - Bagh
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e Guijarat - Anjar, Deesa, Ahemdabad, Jetpur, Rajkot, Porbander and
Bhavnager.
e Uttar Pradesh - Pilakua, Farukhabad

Matchstick printing is the printing of a fabric using Blocks in which the design is
made by matchsticks.

Linoleum is softer than wood and is grain less. It is easier to cut, is cheaper than
wood and easily available.

The annual rings present on the top surface of the log are easy to chisel when
cut horizontally and provide symmetrical and systematic designs on the surface
of the log.

The following types of Blocks are used in block printing:
Wooden Blocks

Linoleum Blocks

Matchstick Blocks

Metal Blocks

Blocks made from vegetables and household articles

4.8 Terminal Questions

1.

Mark the important block printing centers in the map of India.

2. Write about the historical background of block printing.

3. Write a brief note on the making of wooden blocks.
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4.10 Glossary

1. Advantages Benefits

2. Ancestors Forefathers

3. Conquest Capture

4. Impression ldea

5. Influence Effect

6. Inspired Encouraged

7. Instead In its place

8. Linoleum A material consisting of a canvas backing thickly covered

with a preparation of linseed oil and powdered  cork
used mostly as a floor covering.

9. Logs Thick piece of unshaped wood, especially tree trunks or
their parts

10. Perforate Make tiny holes

11. Prehistoric Primitive

12. Prevailing Existing

13. Sprinkled Scattered

14. Suitable Fit

15. Symmetrically Balanced

16. Systematically Methodically

17. Vertical Upright
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