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Take the eraser out of your pencil case. It may be the most familiar tool you own, and one of

the least understood. Why does rubbing a soft block of rubber make letters disappear?

The secret starts with the pencil. The dark line is graphite. When you write, tiny bits of
graphite catch on the fibers of the paper. The letters are not inside the paper; they are sitting

on its surface.

Rubber holds graphite more strongly than paper does. As the eraser moves across the line, the
bits of graphite leave the paper and stick to the rubber. At the same time, the surface of the
eraser wears away and rolls off the page. Those gray crumbs on your desk are tiny pieces of

eraser wrapped around your writing.

This also explains why the same eraser cannot remove ballpoint ink. Ink does not sit on the

surface. It sinks into the fibers of the paper, so there is nothing for the rubber to pull away.

Erasers are younger than you may think. For a long time, people rubbed out pencil marks with
a piece of soft bread. Around 1770, it was found that rubber did the job far better, and in

English the new tool was named after the action itself: it was the thing that rubs.
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