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ANYONE CAN LEARN TO ETCH using the phototransfer 
technique. It’s a simple and quick process for embellishing 
metal surfaces, and is especially useful in bringing a crisp 
look to complex patterns.  

If you’re not already familiar with the phototransfer etching 
process already, or just want a good review, let popular 
instructor and Lapidary Journal Jewelry Artist Contributing 
Editor Lexi Erickson walk you through the steps of selecting 
and transferring patterns onto copper, brass, or bronze sheet 
using ferric chloride, the solution that will etch away the 
metal to create the pattern.

The really fun part comes in picking a jewelry design to use 
on your newly etched metal. Look at how Lexi’s etched 
design goes from interesting on a flat piece of copper in 
her Phototransfer Copper Etching demo, to coming right at 
you in her Southwest Spirit pendant. She cut out a section 
of the etched copper sheet to set as if it were another 
gemstone. Then, she really made the most of the etch by 
dapping the sheet into a hemisphere, stretching and

compressing the pattern as she pushed the center of her 
etched copper out.

Tom & Kay Benham likewise dapped their patterned copper 
sheet, but didn’t stop there: they also punched holes out of 
it, creating alternating areas of pattern/no pattern, and then 
fitted matching puffed squares of copper together to create 
two-sided metal beads—perfect for earrings, which can be 
seen from several angles, or a dimensional pendant. You 
can even see a more complex pattern at some angles as you 
look through a hole into the bead’s interior.

Whether you use your etched metal flat or in 3D, for your 
entire piece of jewelry or just a decorative touch is up to 
you: jewelry etching has never been easier!

Merle White
Editorial Director, Interweave Jewelry Group
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demo
SkillS 
n  care when handling  

chemicals

T i m e  i T  T o o k
About 2 hours

Phototransfer
Copper Etching
Incise a favorite design in your metal
Demo by Lexi erickson

E tching brass and copper plates can result in 
interesting designs, and the metal may be used 
several ways. I plan on making this etched 

copper plate into a piece of jewelry.  
If I had etched the same design onto brass, it could 

be used as a texture plate: I could run it through the 
rolling mill several times and transfer the image onto a 
softer metal, such as copper or sterling. Copper, though, 
is too soft to transfer an etched design successfully 
onto one of the soft metals.

Etching metal using this phototransfer process is 
an easy way to incorporate designs from simple to 
complex. Anyone can etch with this simple process.

H o u r  b y  H o u r
This copper plate spent about 50 minutes in the etching 
solution.  Another hour max to photocopy the design and 
phototransfer it to the metal. Time to draw or find your design 
will vary.

m aT e r i a l S
Press-n-Peel (PnP Paper) Image Transfer Film

Ferric chloride

15 micron 3M Finishing Film or green Scrubbie

Scotch tape

packing tape

blue painter’s tape

shallow dish not to be used again for food

Sharpie pen

non-acetone nail polish remover

3M radial bristle disc (optional)

paper towels

pH testing strips

safety clothing

metal to etch

T o o l S
Laser photocopy machine/printer

S o u r c e S :
Ferric chloride is available from scientific supply stores  
and some jewelry supply stores
Press-n-Peel is available at some office supply stores  
or from Reactive Metals Studio, Inc, wwwreactive 
metals.com, 800-876-3434

Safety Precaution:  Wear proper protective 
clothing, latex gloves, and always have adequate 
ventilation.

OPEnIng PHOTO: JIM LAWSOn

PrOJECT PHOTOS: MArk ErICkSOn
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SkillS 
• forming 
• soldering  
• planishing

project

Clean sterling, copper, or brass by lightly sanding it with a 
15 micron sheet of 3M finishing film or use a green Scrubbie 
with a bit of force. You may photocopy an image, photo-
graph, or line drawing onto the PnP paper. You may also 
draw your own design on paper and photocopy that image 
onto the PnP paper. I check the clarity of the image first by 
photocopying it onto white paper.

You must use a laser printer to photocopy your work.  
Inkjet or bubblejet printers will not work. The image must be 
copied onto the dull side of the PnP paper, so first deter-
mine which side to insert face up into the paper feeder. Also 
remember that the image will be reversed, so if it includes 
any printing, such as initials or words, the printing must ap-
pear backward before you transfer it.

Photo 1 Photocopy your image onto the PnP paper.  The 
image will look dark blue because of the absorption of the 
ink onto the paper: this is what transfers onto your metal.  
If there are any unnecessary “fills” between areas, they may 
be lifted off with packing tape.  Simply apply the tape to 
those affected areas and pull it off.  The ink will come off 
the metal with the tape.

Photo 2 I was inspired by the designs on ancient Puebloan 
pottery shards and used them as a design source. Cut the 
image out of the PnP paper, but leave a border of approxi-
mately 1/4 to 1/2 inch around the image. 

To hold your image in place, use Scotch tape and tape 
the image face (dull side) down onto the metal. It’s best to 
tape around the edges of the metal.

Photo 3 Heat a piece of metal, such as a steel plate, on a 
hotplate to 400˚ F. You may also use your glass stove top 
or an electric griddle with temperature settings. 

Photo 4 Using either a piece of clean cloth or a paper 
towel to protect your fingers from the heat, burnish the 
image onto your metal with your fingers.

Photo 5 When the image appears dark, the metal can be 
removed from the hotplate or griddle and the paper gen-
tly peeled away from the design.  Use caution when doing 
this, and remove the paper slowly. 

1

2 3 4

5

“ Anyone can etch
 with this simple    
 process.”
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Photo 6 The images are now transferred onto your metal 
(copper, in my case). If there are any unfilled spots, they 
may be filled in with a Sharpie pen, but this ink will be 
eaten away faster than the photocopy ink as the etching 
takes place.

Photo 7 Pour the ferric chloride solution into a shallow dish. 
Tape the back and side of the metal with Scotch tape to 
keep these areas from being eaten away.  Cover the back 
of your metal piece with a layer of blue painter’s tape, 
which holds better than other tapes, and allow enough 
length of tape so it can attach to the sides of the dish.

Photo 8 Suspend the metal in the solution, not allowing it 
to touch the bottom of the dish, yet allowing it to be sub-
merged into the ferric chloride.  Secure the painter’s tape 
to the edges of the container.

Photo 9 More than one piece can be etched at one 
time. Periodically check the metal by removing it from 
the solution and holding it at an angle to estimate how 
deep the etch appears. It took this piece approximately 
50 minutes to etch. When the desired depth of the 
etch has resulted, remove the metal from the solution, 
wipe with paper towels, and then remove the ferric 
chloride with a non-acetone polish remover or use a 
white 3M radial bristle disk to clean the piece.

acknowledgment. I wish to thank Fabiola Allen and 
richard Sweetman for the use of their Denver-based 
Sweetman/Allen Studios, and for teaching me this 
process. I had done photo etching 18+ years ago, using 
photographic negatives and different chemicals.  They 
provided me with the much needed refresher course, 
with more modern materials, and allowed me access to 
their studio and all of its equipment.  I am very grateful.  

leXi erickSon teaches at Coyote Creek Studio Arts Foun-
dation (www.coyotecreekarts.com) in Fairplay, Colorado, where 
she is also the director of the metals program. She also teaches 
privately in Denver, ison the Board of CoMA, participates at many 
shows, and is a frequent contributor to Lapidary Journal Jewelry 
Artist magazine. She can be reached at lexi.erickson@mac.com.

How to Dispose 
of ferric cHloriDe 
You may not put the solution down the 
drain! Because of residual copper ions left 
in the solution, it must be neutralized with 
sodium carbonate or sodium hydroxide until 
the pH value goes up to 7.0-8.0. (Check 
this with test strips sold at drug stores.)

Allow any solids to settle and drain off any 
liquid. Add water to the poured off, neutral-
ized liquid to dilute it, then pour that down 
the drain. The remaing solids or sludge 
should be poured into a plastic container, 
clearly labeled, and disposed of at your local 
hazardous waste disposal facility.

6 7

8
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PROJECT
SkillS 
n sawing
n soldering
n measuring
n stone setting

T i m e  i T  T o o k
4 hours (plus etching)

Opening phOtO: Jim LawsOn; prOJect phOtOs: mark ericksOn

Southwest 
Spirit Etched 
Pendant
Conjure up ancient voices in  
contrasting metals of silver  
plus copper, brass or bronze
By Lexi erickson

M aybe it was my return to the haunts of my old 
archaeological days during a trip to tucson with my 
friends. Or maybe it was the influence of teaching at 

Bead Fest in santa Fe, from where i’d just returned. whatever 
it was, my first love — the designs of the First people of my 
beloved desert — called me. the indians of the southwest 
produce stunning designs, whether in jewelry, pottery, 
weaving, basketry, or fine art. 

this piece was influenced by a shard of tularosa Black on 
white pottery, produced by the mogollon culture of western 
new mexico from about a.D. 1100-1300. the bold black 
designs on a white background are elegant, symbolic. and 
timeless. i listened to r. carlos nakai’s flute music as i made 
this piece and heard the ancient Voices as this piece emerged 
from the flat metal sheets into a piece of jewelry. 
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m aT e r i a l S
1 piece of etched copper (to make a 
1.75" circle), 20 gauge

1 circle of sterling silver, or sterling 
sheet, 2 x 2", 20 gauge

.33" x 1" 20 or 22 gauge sterling 

2.25" x .50” cabochon

22 gauge fine silver sheet, .25" x 5+"

.25" sterling tubing, outer diameter, 
3mm (or enough for a 20 gauge wire 
to slip through) 

1" 20 gauge sterling wire

cut-up credit card

epoxy glue

patina solution

T o o l S
Hand tools: Circle template, fine 
tip Sharpie, saw, sawblades, files, 
wooden dapping block and punches 
(wooden daps), rawhide mallet or 
planishing hammer, round and flat 
nose pliers, bezel pusher, alphabet 
stamps or logo stamp and “sterling” 
quality stamp 

soldering tools: torch, striker, 
pickle, T-pins, pickle pot, copper tongs, 
snips, soldering station, fire brick, easy 
and hard solder, flux, quenching water

FinisHing tools: 9 and 30 micron 
3M finishing film, green Scrubbie,
patina of your choice, brass brush, 
liquid Dawn, burnisher 

S o u r c e S
Most of the tools and materials for this project will be available 

from well stocked jewelry supply vendors.

1

2

3

Using a circle template, draw a 1.75 (13/4) inch circle out 
of your pre-etched copper sheet. 

Use the template as a guide to find the most interesting 
part of your design. Cut it out with your saw, file, and 
set aside.

Photo 1 Using the template, draw a 2" circle on the 
sheet of sterling. Cut it out, file and, if you wish, 
hallmark with your initials and “sterling.” Use your 
template to check the roundness of your circle. If 
there are any flat edges, round them out. When fil-
ing a circle, use the flat edge of a hand file and file 
with the edge of the circle, not across or perpen-
dicular to the edge because the latter will produce 
flat areas.  

Find a corresponding circle so that the copper circle sits 
right on or just inside the circle of the dapping block. 
Using a rawhide mallet, gently tap the circle into the 
depression. 

Photo 2 Tap deeply enough so the top of the dome 
reaches the bottom of the depression. The top must 
be smooth, and all edges must be level all the way 
around. Check it for “levelness” on a flat surface. 

Photo 3 All areas of the edge of the dome must be 
touching the surface. If not, repeat tapping until 
they are. Since I had a design which divided my 
circle into three parts, it was easy to decide where 
to place my “tabs.” Choose where your tabs will be, 
and mark them on the sterling plate. 

AN EASIER WAY
you can make an interesting variation of this pendant by buying 

patterned sheet. Although it does not have the depth of etched 

sheet or allow you the creative freedom of making your own, 

patterned sheet is available from such suppliers as Metalliferous 

(metalliferous.com) or David H. Fell (dhfco.com).
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the smooth texture of 
the back of the piece 
provides an interesting 
contrast to the etching 
on the front.

Photo 4 Draw a circle with the Sharpie around your 
inner domed circle so you will know how far down to 
cut your tabs. Cut the tabs with your saw. Set aside. 
Do not connect the copper dome and backplate yet.

Fit the strip of fine silver, which will act as a bezel, 
around the stone, and treat exactly as a bezel. Fit 

the metal around the stone, mark it, and 
saw or cut where it fits together. 

Photo 5 To make sharp corners, mea-
sure where the corners turn, and cut 

or file a small “v” groove into the 
metal. This will give you a cleaner 
corner. Smooth the ends of the 
bezel as needed with a file. It 
should be a perfect butt joint, 
with no space showing from the 
top of the bezel to the bottom. 

Clean by sanding or pickling and 
solder it closed using hard solder. 

Quench, pickle, rinse. 

Set the bezel on a backplate, making 
sure the bezel touches the backplate 

all the way around. Solder the bezel down 
with easy. I also melt a bit of easy solder on each 
of the corners where I cut the “v” groove for more 
stability. Quench, pickle, and rinse. 

Photo 6 File or saw away any backplate showing 
around the bezel. Finish edges with 3M 30 micron 
finishing film. Lay a piece of finishing film on the 
bench top. Turn the bezel upside down onto the flat 
piece of film and sand back and forth, evening out 
any top edges of the bezel which may be irregular.

5

6
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Photo 7 Stand the bezel on its bottom and attach it with 
T-pins to the solder brick. Flux and lay the small piece of 
tubing on the center top of the bezel, and solder with a 
small chip of easy solder. Quench, pickle, and rinse. 

Photo 8 Thread the sterling wire through the tubing, and fit 
it along the bottom of the sterling circle, where the bottom 
tab will be. Using flat nose pliers, bend the wire and fit and 
file until it fits just under the bottom edge of the circle. 

Photo 9 Using a rawhide mallet or a planishing hammer, 
flatten out the wire’s arms. By doing this, you will create 
more surface contact between the backplate and the 
wire. Solder onto the round backplate of sterling using 
easy solder. At the same time, you may bend your bail 
strip, fit and attach it with easy solder to your back plate. 
Quench, pickle and rinse. Make a small “bed” from cop-
per sheet to hold your backplate up off the solder brick. 
That way the wire arms will be the equal height of the 
backplate. Do not use copper pennies for this.

Sand the entire piece with 30 micron finishing film to 
create a bit of a tooth to hold the patina.

Set the copperetched dome onto the backplate and 
bend the tabs over with a bezel pusher. It should be a 
snug fit with no wiggling.

Finish the piece by running it under water and brush-
ing with a brass brush and liquid Dawn. Patina to your 
satisfaction.  Bring up a slight polish on the copper after 
patination by brushing it lightly with the 9 micron finish-
ing film or the green Scrubbie.

Burnish the edges with a burnisher, and set the 
stone into the bezel. Raise the stone to the level of 
the bezel top, or just below, by gluing several layers

of cut-up credit cards into the bottom of the bezel. Glue 
your stone to the credit cards using epoxy glue. This be-
zel is a box bezel and is not to be folded over the stone. 

LEXI ERICKSON lives in Highlands Ranch, Colorado, and is 
active in the Colorado Metalsmithing Associaton and Coyote 
Creek Studio Arts Foundation in Fairplay, CO. She is available 
for workshops and can be reached through her website, www.
LexiEricksonDesigns.com.
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Scraps inspire a cool design
By Tom and Kay Benham

SKillS 
■ Basic fabrication 
■ Soldering  
■ Measuring

Time iT TooK 
4-5 hours

Project

Punched
Copper Earrings 

and Pendant
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Preparing the Patterned Sheet
Photo 1 Blacken the surface of the pat-
terned copper using a large tip marker. 
Photo 2 Scribe a line at the base of the 
patterned copper with a steel ruler and 
scribe. This is the base line.
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Photo 3 Cut just outside the scribed line with 
shears. We use the largest shears we have.
Photo 4 File the base line flat by sliding the 
cut edge of the copper on a large single cut 
file until the edge is smooth, in one plane. 

Tom pushed Through the workshop door 
excitedly holding a piece of scrap copper in his hand: “I was going to toss 
this, but I think it’s something.” 

One look and I agreed. “It is something! Let’s go make more.”
He’d been punching copper discs for another project, and his engineering 

mindset led him to punch holes in a systematic grid – my scrap copper 
would feature a more random look, and that’s how this project came to be.

The beauty of this technique is unlimited design variations. The beads can 
be constructed from gold, silver, copper, brass, or any combination thereof. 
Metal surfaces can be embellished: textured, patterned, embossed, etched, or 
colored, and the designs created by the punched holes are limitless. The sizes 
of the punched holes are only limited by the sizes of the punches available.

The pendant can be hung square or on point from leather, cables, or any 
chain necklace. The options are limitless. Make your favorite ear wires for the 
earrings. Although the earrings may seem large, the punched holes make 
the pendant and earrings lightweight. We textured copper for this example 
– you pattern your metal however you like!

H O U R  B Y  H O U R

Approximately 4 to 5 hours or 
less – this always depends on 
how quickly one works, but it is 
a fairly easy project.

M at e R i a l s

Three 22 gauge copper sheets,   
 1¾" x 3¼"

Recycled manila folder

t O O l s

Soldering: Torch, quench and 
pickle pot, copper tongs, white 
firebrick, striker, Prips flux, easy 
paste solder

Hand: Center punch, emery 
paper, set of small jeweler 
files, large single cut file, steel 
bench block, urethane or 
rawhide mallet, small hammer, 
large metal-cutting shears, 2" 
wooden dapping block and 
woodenball, Whitney/Jensen 
hand punch set

layout: Broad tip black 
marker, metal ruler, scribe, 
calipers, small machinist 
square, acetone

finiSHing: Brass brush, 
detergent, liver of sulfur, fine 
pumice powder, Renaissance 
Wax

s O U R c e s 

Most of the tools and materials 
for this project will be available 
from well stocked jewelry 
supply vendors. 

1

2

3

4
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Photo 5 Using the sharp edge of the 
caliper jaws, scribe a second line 1.125" 
parallel to the base line.
Photo 6 Cut just outside the scribed line 
and file to exactly 1.125" in width.
Photo 7 Use a small machinist square and 
a scribe to mark a line perpendicular to 
one end of the base line. Cut and file as in 
previous steps.
Photo 8 Use the sharp edge of the caliper 
jaws to scribe a line 1.125" parallel to the 
perpendicular line. Cut and file as before.

Cut a second piece as described in 
previous steps. You now have 2 matching 
1.125" squares (halves) for the pendant. 
Repeat the process to make 4 matching 
.875" squares (halves) for earrings.

Creating Grid for Punching Holes
Photo 9 Set the calipers to .187", then 
scribe around all 4 sides of each square 
with the sharp edge of the jaws. Mark all 
6 copper pieces.
Photo 10 Reset the calipers to .437" and 
scribe all 4 sides of the pendant squares 
as in previous step. 

Here are several 
options for creating a 
simpler version of this 
design:
1. Instead of fabricating a  
 bead, just pattern the  
 metal, slightly dome it, 
 and hang on an earwire.
2. Punch only one side of  
 each earring, then liver  
 of sulfur the inside of  
 the solid metal back 
 after soldering the 2  
 domed pieces together.
3. Punch a pattern with 
 less holes. 

an  
easieR  
waY

7

8

9 10

©F+W Media, Inc. | All rights reserved | F+W Media grants permission for any or all pages in this issue to be copied for personal use.

http://www.jewelrymakingdaily.com


Photo 11 Only scribe from 2 sides of the 
earring squares to form a center line.
Photo 12 Create a small depression at each 
scribed center point (exact crossing of the 
lines) using a scribe and hand pressure.
Photo 13 Use a small sharp center punch 
and hammer to deepen each depression.

Punching Holes
Photo 14 We used our Whitney/Jensen 3/16" 
hand punch to punch all of the holes. Use 
the center punched depressions to locate 
the copper onto the hand punch’s sharp tip.
Photo 15 Nip approximately 1/16" off of each 
sharp corner. Wipe the copper pieces 
with acetone to remove the black marker 
from the surface to prevent the blacking 
from marking the dapping block. 
Photo 16 Shape the punched squares in 
a 2" diameter dapping block with the 2" 
diameter dapping ball and a mallet.

11

12

13

14

15

16
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Soldering
Photo 17 Prepare the pendant and earring 
halves by rubbing them back and forth 
on a sheet of emery paper to generate 
flat spots on each corner for soldering. 
Creating these flats provides a larger 
surface area for soldering. Dip copper 
squares into Prips Flux and dry.
Photo 18 Apply easy paste solder on each 
of the 4 corners of the top piece.

17 21

22

19

18

20

Photo 19 Place the bottom copper square 
on a white solder brick, and carefully 
align the piece with the paste solder on 
top of the piece without solder to allow 
gravity to assist the solder flow. 
Photo 20 Heat the assembly using a me-
dium flame until you see the solder wink 
on all 4 corners. Let cool. Check that 
all 4 joints of each piece are soldered. 
Resolder if necessary, then quench and 
pickle.

Finishing
Photo 21 Use a fine needle file to clean 
and smooth each corner.

Prepare a fresh solution of liver of sulfur 
(LOS). Dip the pendant and earrings until 
a dark finish is acquired. It is best to build 
the patina with several applications of 
LOS. Rinse in cool water and brush the 
surfaces with a fine brass brush between 
applications of LOS. 
Photo 22 We lightly rubbed the final 
surface with a finger dipped in a paste of 
fine pumice powder and water to bring 
out the highlights. Apply 2 coats of Re-
naissance Wax to preserve and protect 
the finished surfaces.

TOM & KAY BENHAM are teachers of both metal-
smithing and lapidary, are members of The Florida 
Society of Goldsmiths and The Central Florida Min-
eral & Gem Society, and have been Contributing 
Editors for this magazine for since 1993.
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