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and sapphires they love to use. The 
pieces, all handmade but duplicable, 
retail for anywhere between US$200 
and US$6,000, with most of the sales 
falling in an enviable US$1,000 to 
US$2,000 range.

For the time being, the Gualtieris are 
sticking exclusively with blackened 
silver. Actually, “oxidised” would be a 
better word since their pieces have a 
distinctive colouration reminiscent, to 
these eyes at least, of certain Tahitian 
black pearls with eggplant-purple and 
peacock-blue overtones. 

But overtones are only part of 
the magic. Pedro Boregaard of 
Narrowsburg, New York, has been 
blackening silver for as long as he can 
remember. At least 90 percent of his 
silver pieces are blackened to some 
extent, with subtle custom touches 
created by the deft use of thumb-
spread Tripoli compound. 

From a standpoint of texture and 
tonality, no two pieces are alike; nor 
could they ever be. And this, says 
Boregaard, gives silver an advantage 
over gold. “Endless textural variety,” 
he exclaims.

Likewise, the Gualtieris give the same 
final individuation of appearance to 
their silver pieces. 

The rule of thumb

Most silver is blackened in a time-
honoured way through immersion in a 
heated liver of sulphur solution. When 

more important than practicality,” he 
insists. “The jewellery world is fighting 
against an inherent property of silver 
when it should be celebrating it. I am 
harnessing the full power of tarnish to 
make it an agent of beauty.”

Black on white

Blackening of silver jewellery – or what 
might be called controlled tarnishing – 
is not new, but it is news. 

Accelerated oxidation to give silver 
jewellery various gradations of tarnish 
over time is steadily recruiting more 
advocates. As Jack Gualtieri of Zaffiro 
Jewelry, Portland, Oregon, puts it: 
“The gradual wearing away of tarnish 
in high-relief and close-contact areas 
of silver jewellery gives a kind of two-
tone effect. But blackening is about 
achieving something far more visually 
stimulating.” 

Silver is a latecomer at Zaffiro. Two 
years ago, after 18 years of gold 
jewellery designing alone, Jack and 
his wife Elizabeth decided to create 
a line of blackened silver jewellery 
called Etrusco. Since Zaffiro is known 
for 22-karat granulated gold jewellery, 
the company offered designs that 
combined blackened silver with their 
mainstay metal – plus the many 
fine gems like diamonds, rubies 

“I want you to close your eyes,” cross-
country and craft show silversmith 
Jared Feltner instructs me during a 
brief stopover in Philadelphia. When 
I do, he asks: “Have you ever seen a 
rainbow on an oil slick?” After I nod 
yes, he says: “Then you noticed the 
soft suffusion of spectral colours, 
right?” I nod a second time. “That’s 
iridescence,” he proclaims. “Now 
open your eyes.”

Feltner dangles a trio of large silver 
bangle earrings in front of me. When 
he asks me what I see, I tell him: 
“The colours of an oil slick… only the 
colours are running riot.”

“Right,” he says. “There’s a rainbow 
riot going on in these bangles.” 
He hands me the group. Each is a 
distinctly different shade of colour. 
Amazed, I quip: “If this is tarnish, 
please give me more.”

Astonished by the different hues of 
the metal, I ask him how he trained 
tarnish to perform such tricks. “I 
unleashed the power of oxidation on 
silver,” he explains. “It is alchemy in 
reverse.”

Feltner has a ready retort when I 
wonder if customers get turned off by 
all the tarnish. “This isn’t houseware. 
You don’t eat off an earring. These 
are pieces of jewellery. Prettiness is 
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asked for a recommended water 
temperature of these chemical baths, 
Gualtieri laughs and says: “Whenever 
the tea kettle whistles, we’re at the 
right temperature.” 

Although some manufacturers use 
high-speed chemical oxidisers such 
as Black Max, I could find none who 
did or had ever entertained the idea 
of doing so. To them, this is oxidation 
pushed to a needless extreme. 

Although every artisan interviewed for 
this article used liver of sulphur, all had 
their own recipes and rituals as far as 
time and temperature went. Usually, 
dips were around 10 seconds, but 
these could vary, depending on the 
depth of colour and final overtone 
desired. What’s more, some designers 
do rapid repeat immersions. 

Depending on the number and length 
of dippings, overtones can run a wide 
but gentle gamut from soft bronze 
to heathery blue and pewter-gray to 
eggplant-purple.  

But there’s more to this technique 
than immersion. Both Boregaard and 
Gualtieri give each piece a final finish 
by applying Tripoli with their thumb to 
create custom hand-rubbed textures. 
“Silver has a drama which gold lacks,” 
Boregaard says. “Blackening, coupled 
with hand (or should I say finger?) 
finishing, allows the artist to heighten 
this drama.” 

Although accelerated oxidation 
involves chemicals that give off an 
odour reminiscent of rotten eggs, 

no one we talked to felt the process 
particularly noxious or hazardous. Yes, 
take care to have proper ventilation 
and keep gloves and goggles nearby. 
But there is no need for experienced 
craftsmen to be worried about danger 
to themselves or the environment.

Anything goes – 
gemwise

Blackened silver is becoming more 
and more associated with fine 
jewellery. By fine, I mean jewellery 
meant to scale price heights above 
US$1,000 and, in Boregaard’s 
encouraging case, US$5,000 – even 
US$10,000 retail. 

Not surprisingly, pieces in silver’s 
stratosphere often feature diamond 
melee and smaller precious stones 
(say around 3mm) such as ruby 
and sapphire, as well as tsavorite, 
tourmaline and aquamarine – no blue 
topaz, synthetics or cubic zirconia, 
please. Amethyst, citrine and rhodolite 
garnet are alright but stones must be 
well cut and high-grade. 

“We use larger precious stones in our 
all-gold pieces which can command 
as much as US$6,000,” Gualtieri 
says. “But so far we have restricted 
ourselves to smaller coloured stones 
in our silver pieces. Economics 
demand it.”

Looking at pieces by Gualtieri and 
Boregaard – almost all of them 
tinged, touched or trimmed with 
gold – one realises that blackened 

silver is creating a very wide and wild 
vortex for gems. Both designers list 
an impressive multitude of precious, 
alternate and even ornamental stones 
that they have used in their pieces. 

When asked why this is so, Boregaard 
answers that blackened silver 
projects such an aura of intricate, 
inspired artistry that it invites the 
companionship of a diverse number of 
traditional and non-traditional gems. 
Gualtieri feels that the infinite amount 
of texture and colour shadings 
possible with accelerated oxidation 
lends itself to experimentation with a 
wide variety of gems. 

As for me, I think blackened silver 
represents a new crossroads between 
precious silver and precious stones. 
First, the technique allows silver to 
transcend its residual second-class 
status as a gold alternative and 
reposition itself as a new primary 
precious metal. As such, it has its own 
aesthetic properties and possibilities. 

Feltner thinks blackened silver is the 
beginning of a new day for the metal. 
“Accelerated oxidation allows silver-
makers to think in new ways about 
precious metal – ones not possible 
with gold or platinum,” he notes. “You 
might say that deliberate tarnishing 
will soon help silver put gold on the 
defensive.” 

From the looks of the fabulous 
jewellery it has inspired, I’d have to 
say it has already put gold on notice 
that silver is now its equal among 
precious metals.
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黑色
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