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MATERIALS

Liver of sulphur, chunk 
or liquid

Baking soda
Hot and cold water

TOOLS

Stainless steel tweezers
4 glass, stainless steel, 

or ceramic bowls
Soft brass brush, wire 

brush, sandpaper, or other 
abrasive (optional)

1: Working in a well-ventilated 
area, fi ll a bowl with enough 
liver of sulphur solution to 
cover the piece of metal. 
Liver of sulphur in liquid 
form is ready to use, but 
can be diluted; dissolve the 
chunk form in water, fol-
lowing the manufacturer’s 
instructions. Fill a second 
bowl with very hot water 
and a third with cold water. 
Fill the fourth bowl with 

cold water mixed with 
about a tablespoon of bak-
ing soda.

2: Use stainless steel tweezers 
to dip the metal into the 
solution (Figure 1). There 
are several ways to approach 
creating a patina: you can 
soak the metal, dip and 
rinse it; heat the metal in 
the hot water and then dip 
it; or use the cold water for 
both dipping and rinsing. 
Try to layer the patina grad-
ually, instead of laying it all 
on at once. This will give a 
deeper, more stable patina, 
and you can watch the color 
develop as it moves through 
a spectrum of colors. The 
colors shown are a progres-
sion of the same piece, 
dipped repeatedly over a 
time span of three minutes 
(Figures 2–4).

3: Lightly sand or brush the 
piece between dips to give 
more depth to the patina 
(Figure 5). If spots form, 

try sanding or brushing it 
completely before dipping 
it into the solution. An even 
surface will take an even 
patina. A textured surface 
will pick up more patina 
than a smooth surface 
 (Figure 6).

4: When you are pleased with 
the color, dip the metal into 
the cold water with baking 
soda to neutralize the reac-
tion, then rinse, and dry. 
Wire brush, sand, burnish, 
or polish the surface for 
interesting variations. If you 
don’t like a patina, you can 
easily remove it by sanding 
or wire-brushing. If desired, 
seal your piece with any 
spray fi xative meant for 
metal. Pieces left unsealed 

will age, develop, and/or 
become shiny with wear. 
Combine pieces with differ-
ent layers of patinas 
to form one great jewelry 
component (Figure 7). ✦

Kate McKinnon is a self-taught art-
ist, working primarily in fi ne silver 
metal clay. She teaches PMC work-
shops and classes in low-tech met-
alsmithing with her studio partner, 
Anne Mitchell. Kate is the author of 
two popular books on jewelry mak-
ing. You can see her work at her 
website, www.katemckinnon.com.

RESOURCES
Check your local bead shop or contact: 

Liver of sulphur, tweezers, brushes: Rio 

Grande, www.riogrande.com.

Please send patina inquiries to 

jamieh@interweave.com.

Liver of sulphur is a wonderful way to add patina to a variety of metals and takes little 

expertise to use. Different methods and temperatures will give different results, and the hard 

minerals, chlorine, and other chemicals in your tap water on any given day can dramatically 

affect patina. Look for more information on forming patinas in the October/November 2006 issue of Beadwork magazine.

Liver of Sulphur
Kate McKinnon, guest editor

NOTES
Avoid direct contact with liver of 

sulphur—it won’t harm you, but 

it can dry and irritate your skin.

Liver of sulphur has a shelf 

life, and any contact with oxy-

gen, light, or heat will degrade 

the solution. Stored in an airtight 

container in a dark cabinet, it 

can last for months. The liver of 

sulphur should be a bright yel-

low color. Faded yellow or clear 

denotes a weakened solution.

For predictable results, use 

distilled water. Or, use tap water, 

let the patina go, and see what 

happens.
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