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For general etching instructions, see our E3 Etch PDF.  This document is solely regarding the 
electrolyte used to etch fine and sterling silver.   Silver nitrate is the chemical needed for 
silver etching. 
 

The E3 Etch controller can be used to etch on silver in the same fashion as etching on copper and brass.  The 
difference being that you need to use silver nitrate as an electrolyte instead of copper sulfate.  Silver nitrate is 
a chemical compound available in powder form or in a pre‐mixed solution.  You will only need a small amount 
to etch with.  After each use it can be filtered and re‐used for future etching projects.  Silver nitrate is light and 
air sensitive, so keep the mixed solution in a closed container in a dark cupboard. Use a dedicated pan for 
silver nitrate; see our authorized resellers for where to order more stainless pans.  
A few words of caution: It will stain your skin in dry form, and so it is mandatory to wear gloves and to be 
careful about handling the powder.  Even a small crystal will stain your fingers.  Avoid contact with skin and 
eyes, wear rubber gloves and eye and respiratory protection, as it can be an irritant. Mark the solution well as 
it is poisonous to ingest.  Follow all of the safety guidelines ‐ MSDS listed on: www.sherrihaab.com/etch, make 
sure to keep out of reach from children and pets. 
Silver etches about 3‐4 times faster than copper.  As sterling etches you will see a small amount of dark 
residue form during the etching process.  This is the copper extracted from the sterling.  These small amounts 
of copper dissolve into the solution and over time you may notice the solution turning blue in color.  After 
each etching session, filter the solution through a coffee filter and store in a marked bottle for storage.  The 
solution can be used indefinitely but in the event you need to dispose of it, you can flush it away by diluting 
with lots of water.  
 

Mixing the silver nitrate solution 
To mix your own solution, add with ½ liter of distilled water to 10gr. silver nitrate.  Our bottle is made with a 
plastic that will not react with silver nitrate, so it’s easy to mix without having to touch the powder.  You may 
also use glass.  Remember to wear gloves and follow safety precautions.  Set the E3 Etch controller to the slow 
setting to begin etching.  The etching will take 30 minutes to 2 hours or more depending on how deep you 
want the finished relief pattern to be.  Silver Nitrate is available at www.sherrihaab‐shop.com or from science 
supply companies. 
 

Prepare your silver piece for etching 
Follow the same steps as for preparing copper pieces for etching.  You can etch on sheet metal or fired metal 
clay.  Use an oil based paint pen to apply designs on beads or irregular surfaces.  Heat set the pen with a 
rubberstamp embossing tool for best results.  For perfect results on sheet silver try using our UV 30 film, this is 
by far the most durable and predictable resist we know of.  It does not flake or wear off during etching. 
 

Technique for etching on a tube or bead shape 
To etch on a bead, suspend the bead from a bent aluminum wire so 
that it holds the piece level with the etching surface face down.  You 
can suspend the wire between wooden chopsticks as shown instead of 
using foam spacers.  Make sure the bead is placed in the solution at a 
level to etch only where you want to remove silver. Remember to keep 
the piece close to the bottom of the pan but not touching! 
Hint: remember to make soft bends in your electrode wire (wire taped 
to piece) as sharp bends may erode during the etching process. 
 

 

 

Finishing 
Rinse off the metal and etching wire under water, remembering to wear gloves.  Finish the silver as desired. 


