
Cyanotype 
 

Introduction 

I was impressed by the pictures some time ago and this triggered me to start using 

cyanotype to print photos.  

Cyanotype also called blueprint or Prussian blue consists of iron salts that are sensitive to 

ultraviolet light and change color towards blue when exposed to it. 

This has been discovered in 1842 by John Herschel. 

After mixing the solution we take a piece of aquarel paper and paint the yellow solution 

onto the paper. When dried a negative is put on top of the paper and pressed down by 

using a glass plate to contact the negative directly onto the paper. This sandwich is placed 

into the sun. When the paper is exposed, it is taken out of the sun and washed with water 

to remove the left unexposed yellow solution 

 

Next step 

After playing around with this I wanted to get further to create better prints. 

The contrast of cyanotype prints is very limited. Silver Paper has a range of about 5 stops 

and cyanotype of about 2. This means that a negative that is suitable for cyanotype must 

be very soft otherwise you will lose details. 

 

Theoretical 

There is a lot of information available on the internet about cyanotype and how to improve 

your prints. But there is not much visible result, only text that says what a specific 

chemical will do with the cyanotype. That’s why I wanted to make a practical test to see 

what some chemicals do with the solution and paper. 

Problems you encounter using different kinds of paper are absorption of the solution into 

the paper, chemicals in the paper that contaminate the solution and start to react with it, 

the color of the paper and the structure of the paper. 

 

The Cyanotype Test 

I took 3 known papers (*2) to test and 3 other rather unknown. 

1)  Bergger Cot 320 

2)  Buxton  

3)  Simili Japon (made by van Gelder, Holland) 

 

I made 4 solutions to test out on the paper 

-Cyanotype(*1) solution 

-Cyanotype(*1) solution with Ammonium Dichromate 

-Cyanotype(*1) solution with 1% wetting agent 

-Cyanotype(*1) solution with Ammonium Dichromate and 1% wetting agent 

 

The paper was cut into 4 pieces. Each piece got the name of the solution mix that was put 

onto. All the pieces where painted with a brush. Afterwards they were put into light save 

boxes and hold there for an hour to dry. 

 

I took a 4x5 negative that had a normal gradation for this test. It is the inside of a dutch 

windmill. I think the best test is to use real pictures and no step wedges that show nothing 

than scales. 

 



The results 

Names mentioned with the examples: 

Citric: Citric Acid 20% stock. 2 drops in each 10ml solution cyanotype 

Acetic: Acetic Acid 5% stock. First minute washed in 5% solution 

Wetting: Wetting agent Stock 10%. 1 drop In each 10cc solution cyanotype 

Dichro: Potassium dichromate. Increases contrast 

 

 

Buxton 

   

1 Plain Cyanotype 2 Citric 3 Acetic 

   

4 Wetting 5 Dichro + Wetting 6 Dichro  

1 has the best contrast. 2 is too soft. 3 shows spots in the image which ruin the image. 

4 has a somewhat higher contrast like 1 but with extending the exposure time it could 

result in almost the same image as 1. The contrast of 5 is to high. The contrast of 6 is 

even higher than 5. 

 

So only add dichromate if your image is really flat in contrast. Otherwise I think you only 

will need Citric to lower the contrast for this paper. 

Rinsing the paper for 30 minutes with plain tap water does not wash the blue of the paper.



Bergger Cot 320 

   

1 Wetting 2 Plain Cyanotype 3 Citric 

   

4 Acetic 5 Dichro 6 Dichro + Wetting 

The best image is 2. Number 1 looks better but has some dots in the bottom part due to a 

reaction I think. 3 it’s contrast is too flat and the blue is lighter. 4 creates a more grain 

structure and the blue is lighter but the contrast is higher than 3. The contrast of 5 is much 

too high. 6 it’s contrast is the same as 5 and it looks like the structure has more grain. 

 

Adding dichromate boosts the contrast which is not needed in my opinion. 

With using Citric or Acetic Acid the contrast can be lowered but it results in a less deep 

blue color. Rinsing the paper for 30 minutes with plain tap water does not wash the blue of 

the paper.  

 



Simili Japon 

   

1 Wetting 2 Dichro 3 Plain Cyanotype 

 

  

4 Dichro + Wetting 5 Citric + Acetic 6 Citric 

 

  

7 Acetic   

1 shows the best result of the images but is not that good. After that the results are even 

worse. After I finished I did another try by using plain cyanotype and washed it in Acetic. 

This resulted in less blue that washed away (number 7). 

 

Adding dichromate boosts the contrast which is not needed in my opinion. 

With using Citric or Acetic Acid the contrast can be lowered but it results in a less deep 

blue color. By rinsing the paper in acetic acid for 1 minute before a plain wash in tap 

water, the blue does not wash away like it does when using plain water without pre-rinse. 

 

 

 



Simili Japon Prewashed 

  

1 Plain Cyanotype Wetting 2 Dichro + Wetting 

 
 

3 Wetting 4 Dichro 

A prewash in plain tap water (1 hour) and 24 hour dry as a preparation for the paper could 

help the fibers to absorb the solution. 3 is however not better than the simili japon that 

was not prewashed. It contains spots in the image. I do not know if this could be caused 

by the tap water. In the area where I live the water is of very good condition. 

 

 

 



Different Papers 

  

 

1 Action Dichro+Wetting 2 Fabriano  Dichro 3 HahneMuhler Wetting 

For fun I took some papers that I had in stock. I did the same tests but only show the best 

results here. This did not encourage me to go on with the investigation of these papers. 

 

Conclusion 

Cot 320 

Simili Japon 

There is no conclusion. I can only show you that with using a different paper a complete 

different result can be reached if you take time to test your preferred paper to get the best 

result. The shown pictures where created by enlarging the negative to 11x14”. 

 

Willie Jan Bons (2009) 

www.foto-art.nl

http://www.foto-art.nl/
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(*1) Cyanotype Process 

I use the ‘new cyanotype process’ which consists of two chemicals (Ammonium Iron(III) 

oxalate and Potassium Ferricyanide). There is also a ‘old cyanotype process’  which is not 

that poisonous as the new one. 

The benefits using the new process are that it prints much faster, it is better absorbed by 

paper and the single stock solution has a long shell life. 

Adding Ammonium Dichromate to the stock prevents the solution from becoming blue due 

to impurities. A side effect is that the contrast is increased. 

At www.alternativephotography.com there is a detailed description of this process and how 

to work with it in practice. 

 

(*2) Paper Contamination Test 

The Iron salts react with impurities in the fiber based paper and turn blue. So the first step 

is to find out if the paper can be used for cyanotype. There for we use a brush to paint the 

solution onto a piece of paper. It should look yellow now. Be aware that this must be done 

in your darkroom under red or tungsten light. After that put the piece into a dark box (I 

use old RC paper boxes for that) to let it dry. After an hour check if the color has changed 

from yellow towards blue. If so than the paper is contaminated and less usable for the 

cyanotype process. 

 

Internet links 

Cyanotype: www.mikeware.co.uk 

www.alternativephotography.com 

Chemicals:  www.jdphotochem.com 

 

http://www.alternativephotography.com/
http://www.mikeware.co.uk/
http://www.alternativephotography.com/
http://www.jdphotochem.com/

