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Origin and Definition of Ben-Day Dots 

The Ben-Day process is a 19th-century printing and photoengraving 
technique that uses fine patterns (usually dots) to create shading or colour 
tones in printingen.wikipedia.org. It was invented in 1879 by Benjamin Henry 
Day Jr., an American illustrator and printeren.wikipedia.org. In this process, 
small uniform shapes (traditionally dots, though sometimes other shapes like 
parallel lines or textures) are printed in a repeating pattern to simulate shades 
of gray or various coloursen.wikipedia.org. By spacing these tiny dots closer 
or farther apart (or by overlapping different colour dots), printers can produce 
the effect of intermediate tones and colours without using continuous ink 
coverage. The resulting patterned areas are often called “Ben-Day spots” or 
“Ben-Day dots”, named after the inventor. 

Use in Comic Book Art and Printing 

Ben-Day dots became a staple of 20th-century comic book colouring, 
especially from the 1930s through the 1960s. Comic books of the mid-20th 
century often used the four process printing colours – cyan (blue), 
magenta (red), yellow, and black (CMYK) – applied in dot patterns to cheaply 
reproduce a wide range of coloursdownthetubes.net. Instead of blending 
expensive custom inks, printers would overlay fields of tiny coloured dots to 
achieve secondary colours and shades. For example, widely spaced magenta 
dots on white would appear as pink, and interleaved cyan and yellow dots 
could produce the impression of greenen.wikipedia.org. This allowed comic 
artists to create shading, flesh tones, and secondary colours (like greens, 
purples, and oranges) using only the basic inksdownthetubes.net. The dots 
were small and evenly sized, so at normal viewing distance the reader’s eye 
would blend them into solid colours or gradations. This economical 
colouring method gave vintage comics their distinctive dotted texture and 
vibrant yet slightly off-register look. 

Ben-Day dot printing example: overlapping patterns of coloured dots can 
create the illusion of solid or blended colours 
when seen from a normal distance. In this 
illustration, enlarged red and blue dots 
overlap against a background, and from afar 
these dots would visually fuse into a uniform 
secondary colour (a purple-magenta tone). 
This optical blending allowed comic art to 
simulate more colours and subtle shading 
using limited ink colours. 
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Significance in the History of Pop Art 

In the 1960s, Pop Art pioneers appropriated the Ben-Day dot aesthetic as a 
commentary on mass printing and popular culture. Roy Lichtenstein, one of 
the leading pop artists, famously incorporated oversized Ben-Day dots into 
his paintings to evoke the look of comic book printingen.wikipedia.org. 
Lichtenstein would painstakingly paint or stencil large coloured dots on his 
canvases, parodying the cheap comic strip style in a fine-art context. This use 
of Ben-Day spots became a hallmark of Lichtenstein’s style, as seen in 
works like Look Mickey (1961) and Drowning Girl (1963), which feature bold 
outlines, flat colours, and dot patterns to mimic comic panelsartincontext.org. 
The significance of Ben-Day dots in pop art lies in how they bridged 
commercial printing and high art – the dots symbolized common offset-
printing and newspaper imagery, which Pop artists magnified and celebrated. 
By enlarging these mundane dots, Lichtenstein and others turned lowbrow 
comic aesthetics into an artistic statement, emphasizing the themes of 
mechanized reproduction and consumer culture that define Pop Art. Even 
decades later, the Ben-Day dot pattern remains strongly associated with 
comic art and Pop Art, to the point that contemporary media will use it as a 
visual shorthand for a “comic book” style. (For instance, the animated Spider-
Verse films (2018–2024) deliberately include visible Ben-Day style dot 
shading in their visuals as a nod to classic comicsen.wikipedia.org.) 

Ben-Day Dots vs. Halftone Dots 

Ben-Day dots are often compared to halftone dots, another dot screening 
technique, but they have distinct differences in appearance and usage: 

• Uniform Size vs. Variable Size: Ben-Day dots in a given area are all 
uniform in size and spacing, chosen to represent a specific 
toneen.wikipedia.org. Halftone dots (as used in newspaper photos or 
magazines) vary in size continuously – small dots for lighter areas and 
larger dots for darker areas – to create the illusion of smooth 
gradientsen.wikipedia.org. By contrast, a Ben-Day screen uses one 
size of dot for a flat tone; different levels of shading are achieved by 
changing the spacing or density of the dots, not their 
sizeen.wikipedia.org. 

• Application: Traditional halftone screens are produced 
photographically, often from continuous-tone images (like photographs), 
translating shades into a dot grid. Ben-Day dots were typically applied 
to line art or drawings as a graphic effecten.wikipedia.org. An artist 
would manually add Ben-Day patterns to specific areas of an illustration 
(for example, filling in a superhero’s costume with a dotted shading to 
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indicate shadow). Halftones, on the other hand, were usually generated 
in the pre-press process to reproduce grayscale imagery. 

• Visual Effect: Halftone dot patterns, with their gradated dot sizes, tend 
to create a smoother transition of tone and are usually not meant to be 
noticed by the viewer (when printed at high resolution, the dots blend 
into continuous tones). In contrast, Ben-Day dot patterns create a more 
stylized, hard-edged look with obvious dots and a limited set of tone 
levels (useful for the bold, graphic style of comics). Ben-Day dots often 
produce a comic-like, graphic feel, whereas halftones are designed for 
realistic shading. 

• Colour Usage: In colour printing, both techniques can be used with 
CMYK inks. However, halftone colour printing uses fine screens at 
different angles for each ink, which blend into full-colour images (as in 
colour newspapers or magazines). Ben-Day colouring in comics used 
distinct dot screens for each colour ink but often at coarser 
resolutions – the dots were meant to be seen, and misregistration 
(when the coloured dots didn’t line up perfectly) could even add to the 
charm of old comics. The Ben-Day approach allowed simple two-
colour overlaps to suggest a third colour (e.g. overlapping blue and 
yellow dot screens to get green), whereas halftone process printing can 
produce a wider gamut of blended colours but is more complex and 
resource-intensive. 

In summary, halftone dots are a continuous-tone simulation technique (with 
variable dot sizes for photo-like images), while Ben-Day dots are a graphic 
art technique with fixed-size dots used to add shade or colour tint to line 
drawingsen.wikipedia.org. The Ben-Day method was ideal for the limited 
colour palettes and budget constraints of early comics, whereas halftone 
screening was used for more detailed reproductions. Today, the visible Ben-
Day dot pattern is embraced for its retro, pop-art aesthetic, distinctly different 
from the finer, often invisible halftone dots. 

Traditional Application in Printing 

Before the age of digital design, applying Ben-Day dots was a hands-on 
mechanical process. Artists and printers made use of pre-printed dot pattern 
sheets (often called screen tone or by brand names like Zip-A-Tone or 
Letratone) to add these dot textures to artwork. The process typically went as 
follows: 

1. Selecting a Dot Screen: The artist would choose a transparent overlay 
sheet printed with a dot pattern of the desired size and density (for 
example, a sheet might have 30% black dots or a pattern of blue dots at 

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Ben_Day_process#:~:text=The%20process%20differs%20from%20the,the%20areas%20of%20Ben%20Day


Ben-Day Spots (Ben-Day Dots): Origin, Technique, and Influence in Art 

Arts Award Initiative Ltd 
 
 

a certain spacing)universaldomainexchange.com. These sheets came 
in various dot resolutions and spacings, providing a range of tonal 
intensities. 

2. Cutting to Shape: Using a sharp knife or razor, the artist cut out a 
piece of the dot screen in the exact shape of the area to be shaded or 
coloureduniversaldomainexchange.com. For instance, if shading a 
character’s shirt, they would trim the dot sheet to fit the outline of the 
shirt in the line art. 

3. Transferring to the Artwork: The cut piece of screen tone was then 
laid over the original line drawing in the chosen area. The sheets were 
often adhesive-backed or could be fixed in place. The artist would rub 
the sheet (burnishing it) so that the dot pattern transferred or stuck onto 
the artwork’s surfaceuniversaldomainexchange.com. In some cases the 
dot screens were transparent overlays that would later be 
photographed along with the art, and in others they were actually 
transferred onto the art board. 

4. Photographic Reproduction: Once the dot patterns were applied to all 
desired areas of the artwork, the entire image was photographed to 
create printing plates (for letterpress or offset printing). The camera 
would capture the artwork with the dot screens now part of the image. 
Because the Ben-Day dots were high-contrast (usually black or a single 
solid colour on a transparent background), they reproduced as solid 
dots on the printing plateuniversaldomainexchange.com. In the final 
printed comic, these areas would appear as the tinted, dotted shades 
or colours exactly where the artist had placed them. The result gave the 
illusion of gradients or extra colours, even though the printing process 
was still using solid inksuniversaldomainexchange.com. 

This labor-intensive method required precision – cutting and aligning the 
screens by hand – and skill to avoid bubbles or wrinkles. Nonetheless, it was 
an effective workaround to add visual depth and colour nuance in comics and 
graphic printing without expensive techniques. The use of standardized dot 
screens also ensured consistency in shading across a print run. By the 1970s 
and 1980s, newer techniques and improved offset printing began to replace 
the old Ben-Day screens (for example, Craftint and other pre-printed tone 
sheets, and eventually full-process colour printing with finer screens), but the 
Ben-Day dot method remains iconic in printing history. 

Modern Digital Emulation of Ben-Day Dots 

Today, the Ben-Day dot style is easily emulated with digital tools. Graphic 
software like Adobe Photoshop and Illustrator can replicate the effect in 
secondsuniversaldomainexchange.com. Artists can apply filters (such as the 
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halftone or colour halftone filter in Photoshop) to an image or area to 
generate a pattern of equal-sized dots. These digital “Ben-Day” dots can be 
adjusted in size, spacing, and colour to match the classic comic book look. 
There are also pattern swatches and custom brushes available that paint with 
dot textures. In vector graphics programs, one can create repeating dot grids 
or use halftone pattern generators that maintain uniform dot size (to 
specifically mimic Ben-Day, as opposed to true photographic halftone). 

Modern comic artists and designers often use these techniques to give 
artwork a retro comic vibe or Pop Art flair. For instance, a digital artist might 
shade a comic panel by overlaying magenta dot texture at 20% density to 
evoke an old print feel. Unlike the painstaking traditional method, the digital 
approach allows instant application and easy editing – you can add, 
remove, or recolour dot overlays with a few clicks, and there’s no risk of 
misalignment or physical errors. 

Despite being technically obsolete for mass printing, Ben-Day dots have 
persisted as a visual style. They are used deliberately in design, illustration, 
and multimedia to conjure a vintage or pop-cultural atmosphere. From 
advertising graphics to fine art prints and movie animations, the dotted 
pattern is recognized by audiences as a nod to classic comics and Pop Art. 
This enduring legacy underlines the significance of Ben-Day spots: a simple 
technical trick from 150 years ago that evolved into an artistic icon, now 
lovingly reproduced with modern meansuniversaldomainexchange.com. 
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