
MORE DEATHS RELATED TO FRACTAL 
BURNING; AAW REISSUES WARNING

 Woodworking is inherently dangerous, with sharp cutting edges, 
wood dust, loud noise, and toxic chemical finishes.  However, the re-
surfacing of an old technique of surface decoration, popularized on 
social media websites, is proving deadly.  In less than 3 years, there 
have been more than a dozen deaths of woodworkers attempting 
Fractal or Lichtenberg Burning, in which a high voltage electrical cur-
rent is passed through a piece of wood to create 
a fern-like burnt pattern on the surface.
 The technique was first demonstrated by 
physicist Georg Christoph Lichtenberg in 1777.  
As applied to wood, a surface is coated with a con-
ducive solution, and a charge from a transformer is 
applied, using two probes or electrodes.  There are 
kits sold commercially, and there are numerous 
videos and articles on the Internet demonstrating 
home-made systems.
 This might seem straight-forward, but don’t 
be fooled.  The mixing thousands of volts of live 
electricity and liquid is a formula for potential 
disaster.  Only a slight miss-step can result in 
electrocution. 
 Reported fatalities range from hobbyists 
to experienced woodworkers.  Recent deaths 
include an electrician and a retired high school 
art teacher. In each of November, December, and 
January, there were multiple deaths.  In St. Clair 
Shores, MI, a wife discovered her husband on fire.
 The American Association of Woodturners (AAW ) at-
tempted to curbed use of Fractual Burning, by adopting a policy 

prohibiting the technique from being used in any AAW-sponsored 
events, including regional and national symposia, and strongly 
urged AAW-chartered chapters to refrain from demonstrating or 
featuring the process in chapter events.  Further, the process of 
Fractal Burning shall not be featured in any written or online AAW 
publication, except for within articles that warn against its use.  

AAW publications will not accept advertise-
ments for any products or supplies directly 
related to the process.
 If the technique is undertaken, extraor-
dinary and strict precautions must be observed, 
including wearing appropriately-rated insulat-
ing protective gear, locating the wood on an 
insulating surface that is not grounded, making 
sure the user’s body does not come into contact 
with the object being burned or anything that 
is grounded, and always disconnecting the 
transformer when not in use.  It also is highly 
recommended to never work alone. Always have 
someone watching that can get help should you 
get shocked.  However, even taking the most 
careful precautions cannot guarantee safety.
            According to the AAW statement, “many 
variables exist when using this technique that 
can make the difference between a safe expe-
rience and pain or death.  The AAW believes 

that those variables are not sufficiently understood or adequately 
controlled for Lichtenberg burning to be considered reasonably safe 
and, therefore, prohibits the demonstration of Lichtenberg burning 
techniques at its Symposia.”

Fractal burning, as demonstrated in 
a YouTube video series Woodturning 
with Tim Yoder.
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Fractal Burning / Lichtenberg Burning Links 

https://www.woodturner.org/page/FractalBurning 

“The American Association of Woodturners has banned the use of this process at 

all of its events and has banned articles about use of a fractal burner in all of its 

publications.”  The above article also lists 16 known deaths, near deaths and 

devastating injuries caused by fractal / Lichtenberg burning. 

https://www.woodworkingnetwork.com/news/woodworking-industry-

news/fractal-burning-kills-another-michigan 

https://www.union-bulletin.com/local/local-man-electrocuted-using-dangerous-

wood-art-process/article_daf59a2a-3420-11e7-8508-c7eb2f3dc175.html 

http://www.melissaistrong.com/how-quickly-life-changes.html 

The article above is especially descriptive of the dangers of this technique.  A 

young woman and champion rock climber had her hands seriously burned and 

went through amazing procedure and several surgeries to restore them to use. 

 

https://www.woodturner.org/page/FractalBurning
https://www.woodworkingnetwork.com/news/woodworking-industry-news/fractal-burning-kills-another-michigan
https://www.woodworkingnetwork.com/news/woodworking-industry-news/fractal-burning-kills-another-michigan
https://www.union-bulletin.com/local/local-man-electrocuted-using-dangerous-wood-art-process/article_daf59a2a-3420-11e7-8508-c7eb2f3dc175.html
https://www.union-bulletin.com/local/local-man-electrocuted-using-dangerous-wood-art-process/article_daf59a2a-3420-11e7-8508-c7eb2f3dc175.html
http://www.melissaistrong.com/how-quickly-life-changes.html

