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Galvanic Etching 
 
About Galvanic Etching 
The tradi t ional process used for etching metal  involves the use of  acid which can be 
relat ively dangerous.  
Galv-etch is  an electro lyt ic  process the or ig inal  process was descr ibed in 1855 and 
cal led electro-etching 
 
Usual ly a rect i f ier  is  used for  th is process.  The most common household examples are 
the l i t t le power suppl ies that  one can get for  bat tery dr iven t ransistor  radios and other 
e lectronic equipment. But these are not suff ic ient ly powerful  for  e lectrolyt ic etching 
purposes, but another commonly used, of f- the-shelf ,  t ransformer and rect i f ier  that can 
be used is  a car bat tery charger. 
 
When using a small bath such as a mason jar and a small piece of 
metal no bigger than the palm of your hand a 9V battery will do the 
trick! 
 
We are etching using a mineral rather then an acid for this process. 
 
 
Cupric Sulfate is our ETCHING MORDANTS:  for Copper, Brass or Bronze( also known as root kill) 

 
The battery charger / our 9V BATTERY is connected to : 
 

ANODE 
(red  + charge) 

= 
The rack of alligator clips with your work 
The red clip is clipped to the rack 

& 
CATHODE 

(black  - charge) 
= The large copper plate in the cupric sulfate solution 

The black clip is clipped to the back hook holding the large copper plate 

 
Illustration Sunil Hall 
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RESISTS: 
 
TRADITIONAL WAX BASED resists do not work! There is heat generated by electricity.  
Galvanic Etching works best with OIL BASED RESISTS and PLASTIC RESISTS. 
 
Oil base: 

 Sharpie® Oil-Based Paint Pen 
 Deco paint, no metallic color 
 Rustoleum oil base 

 
Plastic: 

 Embossing Powder used with rubber stamps 
 Rub on Vinyl Decals 
 Rubber Cement 
 Iron on Transfers 

 Mohawk Color Gloss Copy  
 PNP Blue Resist Paper 

 You MUST use a Laser Printer or a Xerox Machine to copy your 
image onto the PNP or Mohawk paper, because the toner MUST 
be a PLASTIC based ink. REMEMBER TO REVERSE YOUR 
IMAGE 

 
    

PROCESSES: 

CLEANING THE METAL 
1. Clean the metal with a Scotch Brite Pad or pumice, remove all oil. Remember oil will act as a resist. 
2. Dry the surface well. 
3. Wipe the surface down with Denatured Alcohol and make sure it is very dry before applying the resist. 
 

NOTES ON PATTERNS 
All lines must be thick enough to transfer to the metal from the pattern. Shallow or micro fine lines will not 
transfer as well.  
 
MAKE SURE YOU ACCOUNT FOR SOME “WASTE” MATERIAL ON YOUR PIECE OF METAL. Or use 
duck tape to add a hanging hook made of 16ga copper wire to the back of your piece. This is the part that 
will be attached to the anode. 
 
APPLING RESISTS 
Painting and Drawing 
1. Paint or draw your design on the metal sheet with etching ink, paint or Sharpie.  
2.  You may heat the metal gently with a heat gun to be sure it is dry. 
3. Cover the BACK and SIDES of the metal with duct tape, electrical tape, contact paper or oil based 
paint.  
4. Place piece in bath 
 
Stamping 
Use embossing ink on a rubber stamp and stamp the metal sheet and sift the powder over the ink.  
3.  Remove excess powder. Place metal on the hotplate and heat gently until the embossing powder 
melts. 
 DO NOT LET THE POWDER MELT TOO MUCH! As soon as the powder turns clear pull it off the hot 
plate and quench in a container of cold water.  
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4. Cover the BACK and SIDES of the metal with duct tape, electrical tape, contact paper or oil based 
paint. 
5. Place piece in bath 
 
Iron on Transfers 
Use either PNP (press and Peel Paper) available from Technics http://www.techniks.com , MohaWk 
paper available from http://www.staples.com  or thick magazine paper to print your design on a laser 
printer. REMEMBER TO REVERSE YOUR DESIGN. YOU WILL PLACE IT FACE DOWN, TEXT NEEDS 
TO BE REVERSED AS WELL. 
1.  Copy your design onto the paper and place it face down onto the metal 
2. Use an iron or veneer edge banding iron to transfer the image onto the metal 
3. Place the metal in a pan of cold water and soak the paper backing off it, leaving the ink upon the metal.  
4. Cover the BACK and SIDES of the metal with duct tape, electrical tape, contact paper or oil based 
paint.  
5. Place piece in the tank and switch on the power strip. 
 
Vinyl Decals 
1. Create your vinyl decal or purchase some rub on decals. 
2. Place the design face down upon the cleaned and prepared piece of metal. Rub the decal over the 
metal with a rib and burnish, keeping the pressure on the surface even with the decal backing paper on 
the top. 
3. Grasp the decal from the corner and try to lift it gently to see if it has adhered itself to the metal. If the 
decal is stuck to the surface of the piece, peal the backing paper away. 
4. Use a heat gun to barely heat the metal to really bond the decal to the piece. DO NOT OVER HEAT 
THE METAL OR YOU WILL MELT AND RUIN THE DECAL! 
5. Cover the BACK and SIDES of the metal with duct tape, electrical tape, contact paper or oil based 
paint. Place piece in the tank and switch on the power strip 
 
REMOVING THE RESIST AFTER YOU ARE DONE ETCHING 
1. Remove piece from the etching bath and rinse 
2. Dry off with rag. 
3. Use Acetone to remove Transfer Resists. Use Lacquer Thinner to remove paint, oil based paint pens 
or oil based etching inks from the metal. 
4. Use a torch to burn off the Embossing Powder and Embossing ink. 
5. Your Etched piece is now ready for fabrication. Enjoy! 
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Etching Bath Procedure: 
 
Placing your work into the etching bath 
 

1. Once you have your resist on your clean metal and covered the back with duct tape or electrical 
tape you are ready to etch. 

2. Use gloves 
3. Attach to the alligator clips to each piece, make sure it does not touch the water  
4. Attach the alligator clips to the battery 
5. Etching is on!  

 
Check often with a feather or a toothpick on the progress of your etching! This will remove etched 
material and insure clean design. When satisfied with the depth… 
 
To take out your work: 

1. Unclip alligator clips from piece and battery 
2. Rinse and neutralize in baking soda 
3. Finish the piece, wrap and give to a good friend! 

   


