Photograms Workshop  Part 2 -Sunprints (Cyanotypes)

[from William Crawford, The Keepers of Light, p.163-165, 177-180 and Catharine Reeve and Marilyn Sward, The New Photography, p 55-63]

The Process

The cyanotype process was invented in 1842 by Sir John Herschel, after he had first discovered the photosensitivity of ferric (iron +3) salts. In this process, a suitable (both chemically and physically) sheet of paper is made sensitive to high energy ultra violet (UV) light by coating it with a solution of ferric ammonium citrate and potassium ferricyanide. Exposure to UV light reduces a portion of the ferric (Fe+3) salt to the ferrous (Fe+2) state (i.e. adds an electron), and a portion of the ferricyanide (Fe+3 in Fe(CN)63-) to ferrocyanide (Fe+2 in Fe(CN)64-), resulting in the formation of a pale yellow-blue image consisting of ferrous ferrocyanide. Washing removes the soluble, unreduced (unexposed) salts, leaving behind a deep blue and white image. The image intensifies upon drying as ferrous ferrocyanide is slowly oxidized to a deep blue color that results from ferric ferrocyanide. The oxidation can be hastened by treating the image in an oxidizing bath of either hydrogen peroxide or potassium dichromate, a step we will not do today.

Directions:

1. Select and arrange small objects to create a visually interesting composition measuring   

2. In pairs, take your collage into the “darkroom” in the studio.  Remove two sheets of Sunpaper (one for you and one for your partner).  Place your collages on the Sunpaper.  If your materials are fairly flat, use a piece of glass to hold them flat and pin the glass, objects and paper together with clothes pins to achieve a tight contact between the materials and the Sunpaper.   BE SURE TO RE-CLOSE THE PACKET OF SUNPAPER BEFORE TURNING ON THE UV LIGHT, TO AVOID FOGGING THE REST OF THE PAPER!

3. Expose the collages to the UV light.  Try an exposure of 3-4 minutes.

4. Bring exposed paper out of the “darkroom” and rinse for several minutes under cold water to remove the unexposed salts.  Blot gently with paper towels and write your name on the back of the print.  Hang the print on the clothes line to dry.     

5. If time allows, after everyone has made a print, make a second print, improving your composition.

