
vintage printer’s tray

We’re so excited to bring you detailed instructions for transforming a vintage printer’s tray into a work of art. Be-
low, we have a summary of tips for making this project simple and stress-free. We’ll also pepper additional simple 
tips throughout the instructions. However, this is a more time-consuming project. Expect to take the weekend to 
go from start to finish if you’re using an original in-need-of-work tray. The easiest way to get started is using one 
of the wonderful replica trays from 7 Gypsies. 

Tips for Keeping it Simple

•	 Think in layers. Start with the tray as 
your foundation and build up from 
there with paint, paper and then em-
bellishments.

•	 Use coordinated products. With so 
many spaces to fill, you might find it 
overwhelming to select supplies to 
use. Choose a kit or a coordinated line 
to develop your project. 

•	 Try not to go overboard with prod-
ucts. This is definitely a fun way to use 
themed embellishments, but like with 
other simple scrapbooking endeavors, 
it’s best to focus on using just enough 
to create an attractive project.

•	 Don’t obsess over imperfections. Proj-
ects using original trays with have 
flaws and blemishes. Consider these 
part of the charm.

•	 Use visual triangles. To avoid frus-
tration in deciding what papers go 
where, place items three at a time in a 
rough triangle. 

illustrated project instructions



The original configuration of these trays 
was based on the size of the printing 
typeset pieces needing to be stored. For 
a more attractive composition of spaces 
as well as for ease in decoration, you may 
wish to re-configure your tray to create a 
larger number of boxes. I used a coping 
saw, pliers, putty knife and flat screw-
driver for my demolition work. 

Generally, the horizontal dividers will be 
solid all the way across and the vertical 
dividers tucked into each slot. For this 

reason, the vertical dividers are more eas-
ily removed. However, in an old tray, the 

wood will be brittle and the horizontal 
dividers  may break easily for you. I used 
the coping saw to get started on the hori-
zontal dividers and the pliers to finish the 

break.  If there is residual wood sticking 
out, you can  smooth this with the screw-

driver and even a piece of sandpaper,

Here you can see where I removed the 
divided between two long rectangles to 
create a square. Think about how larger 
and smaller spaces are balanced across 
the tray as you select spaces to create. 
Look for focal points and areas of more 
complex interest. Use visual triangles to 
help achieve this balance. 



My tray had a flaking finish on the bot-
tom, perhaps a laquer that was used to 
originally seal the tray. I used my putty 
knife and flat screwdriver to scrap as 
much of this finish off as possible. Be-
cause I was unsure of what the finish was 
composed of, I used a painter’s mask dur-
ing the scraping process. Shake out the 
tray outdoors or over a large trash can to 
dispose of the flakes and any other debris 
still remaining in your tray.

Use a damp cloth to gently clean the tray, 
removing any last traces of dust or debris.  

Your tray may be very dirty and require 
several passes with the cloth. 

Allow the tray to dry completely before 
attempting to paint or apply another fin-
ish. You may wish to sand edges or the 
interior spaces, but I didn’t find this to be 
necessary. 



Use spray paint appropriate for wood to 
prime the tray. I used three light coats. 
Do not expect to achieve an opaque fin-
ish without a large number of coats.

To achieve a nice solid finish, I applied 
one coat of white semi-gloss interior 

paint applied with a sponge brush. Allow 
the tray to dry for at least 24 hours before 

applying adhesive. 

Gather a selection of coordinated pat-
terned papers and cardstock. I chose a 
6x6 paper pad for scaled-down patter s 
as well as cost effectiveness since I would 
only be using small pieces of patterned 
paper in the project. However, there was 
on downside to this decision. The paper 
was single sided, eliminated additional 
design choices I may have had with the 
12x12 collection of paper. 



Use a ruler to measure the dimensions of 
your largest slots. Use these dimensions 
and your paper trimmer to cut pieces of 
patterened paper to fit the slots. Make 
sure to cut your paper about 1/8” - 1/16” 
less than the actual space dimensions for 
ease of placement. 

For smaller spaces, I found it easiest to 
simply eyeball the measurements, mak-

ing a mark with a craft (err.. kitchen) 
knife. I then used my paper trimmer to 

complete the cuts. This eliminated the 
need for remembering ruler measure-

ments.

Lay out all of your paper pieces before 
beginning to use adhesive. This is par-
ticularly true if your selection of papers 
have a lot of contrast in colors and tones 
(my example does not). You’ll want to see 
how the overall composition looks to the 
eye before finalizing your placements. It 
can help to take a photo, squint or step 
away from the project to see which areas 
are focal points. 



If your tray has a rough surface, then a 
normal adhesive tape runner will likely 
not stick properly. I used a combination 
of Permanent Glue Dots and Aleene’s 
Fast Grab Tacky Glue to adhere my paper 
pieces to the tray. I used a paint brush to 
spread and smooth the liquid glue within 
each space in the tray. I found Glue Dots 
more convenient, but the quantity need-
ed for this project (I would estimate 600 
dots) makes that option less cost effective 
than a heavy wet adhesive. 

The Fast Grab Tackly Glue was also used 
to adhere ribbons to the project. I con-
sidered ribbon as an intermediate layer 
above paper but below embellishments. 

Most were used as borders in this project.

Pop Up Glue Dots were used to place 
colorful brads on the tray. Before apply-
ing the dots, I snipped the prongs off 
the brads with scissors. You can also use 
wire cutters if your brads are particularly 
tough. 



I tend to be pretty organized in setting up 
a project and getting the basic composi-
tion down with patterened paper. How-
ever, when it comes to embellishments, 
things can get a little messy. I focus hard 
on achieving balance through each place-
ment and often do not adhere until I am 
sure. That said, this project is so flexible, 
that its difficult to go wrong. 

I created additional dimension within 
the tray by layerering embellishments 

of varying thicknesses and using foam 
adhesive squares for additional height. 

This project is perfect for using thick 
chipboard stickers that have built-in 

dimension.

In this final stage, remember that not 
every space needs to have an embellish-
ment. Try to create visual interest with 
variety in your additions and by leaving 
some spaces with only patterned paper. 
It is common with these projects to apply 
embellishments on the very top of the 
dividers, but that may add unnecessary 
visual and technical complexity to the 
project. Plus, without precariously-placed 
embellishments, your project will have 
greater durability for the long haul!


