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Metalpoint Drawing: The History and Care of a forgotten Art

Introduction
Metalpoint is a drawing and writing medium that dates from antiquity and was particularly popular 
from the 14th century to the beginning of the 16th. The technique of metalpoint involves dragging a 
stylus of metal across a substrate prepared with a slightly abrasive surface coating, or ground. As the 
metal is drawn along the surface, tiny particles of metal are left behind, creating a mark. Although it is 
quite di�cult to use, metalpoint produces a particularly fine and delicate mark, making it a desirable 
tool for the highly skilled draftsman. Metalpoint drawings require careful handling and special storage 
conditions because their surfaces are fragile and easily blemished.

History
Metalpoint was used as a writing tool before it was employed by artists as a fine drawing medium. As 
early as the twelfth century and likely earlier, Medieval scribes used metalpoint on parchment to rule 
lines for manuscript text and to layout guides for the ornamentation in the margins.1 By the beginning 
of the 15th century, Italian merchants commonly used metalpoint booklets for accounting purposes. 
The booklets contained sheets of paper prepared with a ground for marking with a stylus. Watrous 
suggests that metalpoint was used as a writing implement through the 17th century.2

By the 14th century, metalpoint was commonly used as a drawing medium, as is described by both 
Petrarch and Boccaccio, the latter referring to the use of the stylus by the artist Giotto.3 It was used at 
the height of its popularity by artists such as Leonardo da Vinci, Sandro Botticelli, Fra Filippo Lippi, 
and Albrecht Dürer.

In Il Libro dell’ Arte, an artist manual written in the late 14th century, Cennini describes the technique of 
metalpoint for the artist in training. He states that metalpoint drawing should be mastered by the 
apprentice before moving on to attempt painting.4 Because it requires much more control and 
precision than other drawing media, it is the most valuable skill for a draftsman to acquire.

… Metalpoint is one of the most di�cult of all drawing media, as Hilton Brown describes, it, “is an 
exacting technique requiring consummate control of both mind and hand.”8 Metalpoint marks are 
indelible; erasure is impossible except with careful scraping or sanding of the ground. A contempo-
rary artist, Laura Shechter, estimated that a finished 8”x10” metalpoint drawing requires 100-200 hours 
to complete.9

… Although metalpoint drawings are scarce after the 16th century, some artists continued to choose 
the medium. A rare 17th century example is Rembrandt van Rijn’s drawing of his new bride Saskia in 
1633.13 During the 19th century there was a brief resurgence in the popular use of metalpoint, espe-
cially among conservative English artists. There was enough demand that from 1896 to 1910 Winsor & 
Newton sold metalpoint kits, which included a silverpoint stylus and a sketchbook of prepared 
paper.14

… Although metalpoint is no longer a well-known drawing medium, a small contingent of artists have 
continued to use it to create incredibly delicate and ethereal images. 20th century metalpoint artists 
include Otto Dix, Paul Cadmus, Pavel Tchelitchew, and Pablo Picasso. These Modern artists, who had 
a wide range of drawing media to choose from, deliberately chose metalpoint for the fine detail and 
precision that is unattainable through other media. The American artist, Joseph Stella described 
metalpoint as, “the clearest graphic eloquence.”15 … Contemporary artists use a variety of materials as 
metalpoint supports, many of which were not available to Medieval and Renaissance artists. … Both 
casein paint and gesso can be applied to a substrate as a ground without mixing with other ingredi-
ents. The contemporary stylus is often a pin vise or a mechanical pencil, replacing the ornate metal 
and wood styluses of the Renaissance.

…Although it is not currently possible to purchase metalpoint tools at local art supply stores, there are 
several websites that provide instruction for how to prepare grounds and how to make a stylus, and 
some even sell ready-made metalpoint supplies.16 For artists who prefer to mix a traditional ground; a 
1:2:4 solution of marble dust, zinc oxide dry pigment, and gelatin is an e�ective, non-toxic substitute 
for Cennini’s recipe of bone dust, white lead, and glue water.17               

— you can find out more about metalpoint at http://bethantoine.com/research/Metalpoint_Final.pdf as well as various other 
websites around the web, such as: http://silverpointweb.com, https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Silverpoint; etc. Google it!
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