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Polishing
A Plate
The process starts by 
taking a copper or zinc 
metal plate and beveling 
the sharp edges with a file 
to prevent cutting the 
paper when printing.

The next step is to polish 
the plate to a mirror like 
finish to ensure no 
scratches or imperfections 
will show on the final print. 

This process usually takes 
about an hour for each 
small plate.



Grounding
A Plate

Then a waxy acid-resistcoating, 
known as a ground, is applied to 
the metal plate to protect it from 
the acid bath. This ensures that 
only what is drawn with an 
etching needle will be bitten by 
the acid. 

I use a liquid ground that is 
poured or brushed onto the plate 
and takes several days to dry 
completely before you can start 
the drawing process.

http://en.wikipedia.org/w/index.php?title=Waxy_acid-resist&action=edit
http://en.wikipedia.org/w/index.php?title=Waxy_acid-resist&action=edit
http://en.wikipedia.org/w/index.php?title=Waxy_acid-resist&action=edit
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Ground
http://en.wikipedia.org/w/index.php?title=Metal_plate&action=edit


Drawing
on a Metal 
Plate
Afterwards the artist uses a 
sharp tool to scratch into 
the ground, exposing the 
metal.
The design is then drawn 
with an etching-needle or 
any other sharp pointed tool 
ÓÕÃÈ ÁÓ Á ÄÅÎÔÉÓÔȭÓ ÐÉÃËȟ 
specialized etching needle 
or even a sewing needle can 
be used.
It takes very little pressure 
to break through the 
etching ground and even a 
fingernail can be used to 
draw with.



Acid Bath
The plate is then completely submerged in 
an acid bath that eats away at the exposed 
lines that have been drawn on the metal 
plate. 
Copper plates and zinc plates are often 
dipped into hydrochloric or nitric acid. The 
strength of the acid determines the speed 
of the etching process. The etching process 
is known as biting . The waxy resistant 
ground protects the acid from biting the 
parts of the plate have not been exposed. 
The longer the plate remains in the acid, 
the deeper the "bites" become and the 
darker the areas will print when inked.
For lighter areas such as clouds, the plate 
may remain in the acid bath for as little as 
30 seconds, the plate is then removed and 
those lightly bitten areas covered by 
additional ground, so they can no longer be 
deepened and darkened by the acid bath.
This acid bath process continues with the 
plate removed again and again and each 
area covered by the protective ground when 
it reaches a certain degree of depth and 
strength. 

http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Acid


Inking The
Plate
The plate is finally removed 
from the acid and washed over 
with water to remove the acid. 
The ground is removed with a 
solvent such as turpentine . 

Then the entire plate is 
covered with specially 
formulated etching inks.

A piece of matte board is often 
used to push the ink into the 
incised lines. 

I only use Black or Burnt 
Umber inks or a mixture of 
both for my etchings, much 
like the masters of the past.

http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Turpentine


Wiping
Ink off 
The Plate
The surface is then wiped clean 
with a piece of soft fabric known 
as tarlatan or cotton rags. Some 
printmakers prefer to use their 
hand or palm to do a final light 
cleaning of the plate surface. 
This careful wiping leaves ink in 
the lines and incisions that were 
bitten by the acid. 
The plate surface is left very 
clean and therefore will print 
white on the paper OR many 
artists leave a slight film of ink 
over the entire surface or 
selected areas to produce a warm 
ȰÐÌÁÔÅ ÔÏÎÅȱȢ 

http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Tarlatan


Selective Wiping of Plates:

On many of my etchings I will leave ink in certain areas to 
ÈÉÇÈÌÉÇÈÔ ÃÏÎÔÒÁÓÔÓ ÏÒ ÔÏ ÁÄÄ ÁÎ ȰÁÔÍÏÓÐÈÅÒÅȱȢ 
Whistler did this on many of his later plates, especially his 
Venice etchings to suggest clouds or water effects.

But there are some art critics and etchers who feel that 
leaving a film of ink on the plate to suggest atmosphere is 
wrong and feel that the final etched plate should stand on 
its own.

I have experimented with selective ink wiping and have 
found that when done well, gives fantastic results. 



Selective Wiping of Ink
Ink left on the plate for water in foreground and sky  



Placing
Paper on 
the Plate
A damp piece of paper is 
placed over the plate and it is 
run through the press.

The pressure forces the paper 
into contact with the ink, 
transferring the image onto 
the paper. This process is 
then repeated each time for 
each new print.

The paper used has to be 
dampened overnight, or the 
etching ink will not adhere 
correctly when run through 
the etching press.



Running
Etching
Through
The Press

Unfortunately, the pressure 
created by the press also slowly 
degrades the image in the plate, 
smoothing the roughened areas 
and closing the lines; a copper
plate is good for, at most, a few 
hundred printings of a strongly 
etched imaged before the 
damage is considered too great 
by the artist.


